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    We the People of the United States, in order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defense, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of America. 
 
    ~ U.S. Constitution, 1789 
 
      
 
    Among my people, we carry many such words as this from many lands, many worlds. Many are equally good and are as well respected, but wherever we have gone, no words have said this thing of importance in quite this way. Look at these three words written larger than the rest, with a special pride never written before, or since, tall words proudly saying, "We the People". That which you call Ee'd Plebnista, was not written for the chiefs of kings, or the warriors or the rich or the powerful, but for ALL the people!... …These words and the words that follow, were not written only for the Yangs, but for the Kohms as well! They must apply to everyone, or they mean nothing! 
 
    ~ Captain James T. Kirk, 2266 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
    It had once been a military base, far out on the western plains. Even though Fort Riley hadn't taken a nuke, almost three centuries had left it a ruin anyway. Nothing there had been of any use in the recent fighting against UN forces; it was merely a historic spot on a map to regroup. The buildings had become mere bumps in the ground, covered over by grass and sod; only the cracked pavement and an odd wall or two poking up from the ground gave any indication of what once was. It was a place, if anything, to keep the American spirit of independence alive.  
 
    They had rebelled before, and never really knew peace. Over the three-hundred-odd years since the Cyberwar, almost every generation had seen their share of fighting. Whether it was some local firebrand who decided that they'd had enough of the UN, or actual organized resistance, it always ended the same. Those who controlled the sky, won the war. Always.  
 
    The men gathered there were poor. Farmers, mostly, some scrap dealers, a couple of workers from the little used UN spaceport in far-away Topeka. They had ridden there on horses or battered ground-effect vehicles, taking precious time off from their business to gather and commission him. To send him off on his mission, after the latest bloody round of fighting and loss. 
 
    Raising his hand, the young, malnourished Kansan stated, “I, Nathanael David Meric, having been appointed an officer in the Army of the United States, in the grade of Second Lieutenant, do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic, that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; that I take this obligation freely, without any mental reservations or purpose of evasion; and that I will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office upon which I am about to enter; So help me God."  
 
    The young man had memorized it long ago, dreaming of it. There was no President, of course, but the old man who heard his oath called himself a General, and according to the secret histories, was directly appointed by another officer, each in turn. Even a dozen generations after the war with China.  
 
    “Lieutenant Meric,” said the General in his quavering old mans’ voice, “your charge is to go out into the world of the Star Kingdoms, and do what you can. We’ve given you the education, and you’ve got brains, but there isn’t much else we can do for you. Just keep your eyes open, and take what opportunities come your way. There are others out there who will help you. Just don’t forget about us. Don’t forget your oath.” 
 
    Nate Meric—all of twenty years old, but already a combat veteran of a failed rebellion—looked around him at the cracked pavement and ruined dreams, and then up at the sky. Above him, an antimatter drive lit off, a scrapper hauling the loot of Earth outsystem. To Britannia, to the CCCP, to the French. All Earth was good for anymore, and after all this time, the pickings were slim.  
 
    He looked back down at the assembled men. Some suffered from radiation induced cancers; most looked old from the rough farm life. Still others bore wounds from their recent fight. Anger boiled up in him. How arrogant were the people who had denied them the right to the stars? Three centuries, and the name “America” was still a curse word.  
 
    “I’ll do what I can, even if it takes my whole life,” he said. 


 
   
  
 

 Part I 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    On the bridge, all the work stations had their lights turned down low, so that the stars shone in through the view screens. Out here, on the western side of the Reach, the left screen showed an empty, hazy blackness, punctuated by stars more than three hundred light years in the distance. On the right, the stream of hard, shiny points mingled together to form a necklace more beautiful than any princess of Britannia had ever worn.  
 
    It never gets old, thought Nate Meric. Not even ten years after leaving the wastelands of Earth. Six years of sailing the Reach.  
 
    He must have said something out loud, because the crewman on watch looked over at him and said, “What was that, Captain?” or something to that effect. Warrant Officer Asote was an abo, an aborigine from the vast field of stars outside the Colonies. His guttural native tongue was hard to learn, and his English pronunciation wasn’t much better. Meric had spent two years surviving on Asote’s planet in the wilds, and spoke Abo better than most, but even he had trouble understanding the ancient tongue sometimes. Thirty thousand years of separation had done its work. 
 
    “Nothing. How’s the target? Any changes?” he asked the sensor officer.  
 
    “Sierra Two Nine is still on course, no deviations. Running ballistic. Radar transponder still signaling. Distance eight hundred kilometers,” Warrant Officer Johan Stueben replied. 
 
    The Lexington was on a stern intercept course, moving to overtake the target ship in three hours. All active sensors were shut down, and, providing they used it, the target’s radar would come back with nothing. The Lady Lex, as her crew called her, was built for stealth, all composite materials and radar defeating angles. No armor made for a light hull that gave speed instead of protection.  
 
    The crew, a couple dozen men and women with the odd alien or two, had stood down from battle stations two days ago, after the initial excitement of the chase. Meric had put them back on a six on, six off shift schedule. From experience, they all knew a stern chase was a long chase, especially when they were coming in ballistic themselves and not running their engines. They had dropped into this empty star system on a random hunt for merchant ships. The recharge after a long jump was often assisted by a close run into the system’s primary, merchant ships using sunlight to recharge capacitors, and the initial sweep had turned up a radar beacon.  
 
    “Call Guns to the bridge. We should be in firing range soon, and I don’t want any surprises.” He thought back to an ambush that a Colonial France cruiser had tried to pull on them a few months back. Moving along fat and dumb, wearing the colors of a Nueva España passenger liner, with superstructure altered to match. Going to nullSpace less than a hundred meters off the cruiser’s hull had seriously damaged the Lady Lex’s engines and left a gaping hole in the side of the bigger ship. The idiot had let them get TOO close, hoping for the bigger “ALIVE” reward on the “Wanted: Dead or Alive” bulletin. Still, it was a lesson in caution.  
 
    Guns announced himself with a huge belch as he climbed up the ladder that separated the bridge from the main corridor. Scratching himself, he sat down at the weapons station, not even bothering to acknowledge either the Captain or Asote. Meric let him work, knowing that any interference would just get him a look and a scowl from the fat man. After about five minutes, he leaned back in his chair.  
 
    “Give me a Sitrep, Guns,” said Meric.  
 
    “Well, just to let you know, number two missile pod still isn’t working. Ain’t gonna work until we set this tub down on a rock someplace, and me and those worthless shits from Engineering can replace the motor actuator on the door.” He belched again and reached under his station, opening a mini-fridge and pulling out a can of what he affectionately called “Coke”. Meric doubted anyone had seen an actual can of Coke outside a museum in several hundred years. 
 
    “Noted. What about everything else?”  
 
    Guns leaned forward, tapped a key, and grunted. “Until we boresight the main gun, you’re going to be off a few degrees to the left.” 
 
    Meric let out a breath of exasperation. He knew the fat man was just trying to annoy him, and would compensate for any inaccuracies that the electro-magnetic rail gun was developing. Guns would continue needling him until he was given the chance to do a full refit on the ship’s armament. Lexington had been old when Meric had discovered her, a small corvette that had been part of the big battle off Sirius IV. As best he could tell, the Lady Lex had been a victim of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. She had been holed by one of the 10 centimeter mass drivers the battleships carried to hammer at each other. Stealthy she was, a scout ship designed to fast in, hit, and fast out, but the laws of physics didn’t care about stealth when two things tried to be in the same place at the same time. Her crew had died in place, atmosphere ripped out of the hole that transected the ship just behind the bridge. They hadn’t even suited up, cruising through a battle like that. Complacency got you killed in space.  
 
     An annoyed whistle broke into his thought. Guns stopped when he had his attention again. “I’ve been looking over the radiation output of the target. It’s all over the damned place. That, and backscatter from his radar beacon shows debris moving on the same course, but slightly divergent.”  
 
    They all knew what that meant. A wreck. That could be bad, or it could be good. Any loot that could be taken without a fight was good loot. On the other hand, whoever had taken this ship out might be gunning for them next. Warrant Officer Steuben looked over at him and said, “Captain, I’ve matched the ships silhouette and residual engine radiation signature. It is the Indomitable.” 
 
    “Jason Fuesting’s ship! What the hell are they doing way out here? Call him, see if he needs a hand.” 
 
     There was no answer to repeated hails. Meric hit the General Quarters alert, and as the full bridge crew scrambled in, ordered the two attack shuttles Knife and Poison launched on a recon. They could come back and pick up the boarding teams if necessary.  
 
    “Ski, give me a run down on Indomitable.” The Intel officer had just finished bringing up his console after downing a cup of coffee he had carried from the galley, something he needed to get his old bones working. Grey haired and stooped, his black skin wrinkled, he seemed to collapse into his chair more than sit in it. Meric fully expected one day to spin the chair around and find Solbliatski dead, clutching his chest, having that final heart attack without anyone noticing.  
 
    He spoke in his reedy voice, reading off the stats that he already knew before the computer told him. “Built in 2278 at the Jamesport Shipyards as a dedicated commerce raider. Twelve thousand tons displacement, crew of ninety-six. Operated by Captain Jason Fuesting, with Letters of Marque from Britannia, Nue Freisland, and the CCCP. Primarily targeted Colonial France merchant shipping on the west side of the Reach.” He took a break to breathe pure oxygen from the tank permanently affixed to his chair. “Armament two turret mounted Particle Accelerators, two spinal mounted EM Rail Guns, caliber 4kg each. Close in Point Defense, heavy gravity field shielding.” 
 
    The Indomitable had been a tough customer, designed to take on anything up to a Heavy Cruiser. Seventy-five feet longer than the Lexington’s own two hundred and fifty odd, and much more heavily gunned. To find her out here, like this, holed and drifting, meant she had really pissed someone off. Meric listened, and then said, “Tell me something I don’t know.”  
 
    The old man gave him the evil eye and said, “Colonial France Defense Forces upped the bounty to five million Francs after Fuesting captured a member of the Republic’s first family, and she refused to leave him. This despite their paying a ransom of one million Francs. Her prospective husband was quite furious.” 
 
    “Who was her prospective husband?” 
 
    “The Governor General of Colonial France,” answered Ski with a small smile.  
 
    “Oops. I guess that would do it.” 
 
    Ski wheezed his old man’s laugh and said, “Yes, and it looks like he has paid for it. It might also have something to do with him taking or destroying over twenty million tons of RF shipping in the last two Galactic Years.” 
 
    “Well. Looks like he might have drawn a bit too much attention to himself. Let’s see what the girls find.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Nadija “Jumper” Zlatcov flipped switches and felt the sweet rumble of the fusion bottle carry through the deck plates, shaking her ass as she sat in the pilot seat of Poison. On the opposite side of Lexington, the pilot of Knife, Jenny “Banshee” O’Neill, did the same. They dropped off the sides of the Lady Lex, feeling the floating sensation of null gravity as they moved outside the envelope of artificial gravity and inertial compensators from the bigger ship.  
 
    “Knife clear,” was followed immediately by “Poison clear,” Communication umbilicals disconnected, and both pilots bumped up their throttles, accelerating at a punishing six gravities. With no boarding parties strapped down in the hold, they could maneuver their stealthy attack shuttles close to the performance of a top-of-the-line Britannia Interceptor.  
 
    “Well, maybe not a top-of-the-line interceptor,” said Zlatcov out loud to herself, “But being invisible is better than maneuverability any day.” She often talked to herself when she flew; thankfully, no one talked back. Yet.  
 
    Both pilots cut their engines at the same time, flying in tandem and under complete radio silence. Asote had warned them of the debris field, and the preloaded course markers called for a high overhead pass. Depending on the status of the wreck, Poison would maneuver to investigate while Knife held back, keeping an eye on the skies around them.  
 
    They knew as soon as they came into visual range that the ship was gone. A cloud of frozen water and oxygen surrounded it, and Zlatcov could actually see a hole straight through the broken back of the ship, down closer to the engine room. Her Alcubierre drive ring was shattered in three pieces.  
 
    “Central, this is Poison. The ship is a wreck. I’m going in to check it out.” 
 
    “Watch out for short range fighters,” called Lt. Commander McHale.                
 
    “Roger that, war’s over, give it up,” said Zlatcov under her breath. McHale could be super military sometimes.  
 
    “Say again, Jumper?” came his voice over the radio.  
 
    “Disregard. Moving in. Poison out.” The ship’s flight operations boss, Lt. Commander McHale, was a former fighter pilot from Britannia. He just couldn’t seem to let his service in His Royal Majesty’s Forces go, and it annoyed the shit out of the Russian sometimes.  
 
    As they approached, O’Neill rolled her ship out and above, beginning a slow orbit around what was left of the Indomitable. Zlatcov went straight in, powering up her gravity deflectors to keep the random bits of metal and ceramic from impacting her ship. She had drawn to within half a kilometer when she saw the big letters burned into the ship’s hull by a very powerful laser.  
 
    PIRATE 
 
    When she closed the distance even further, dots that she had thought might be damage from rail gun fire resolved themselves into human forms. The crew had been chained to the side of the ship. In a line stretching from the forward airlock to the bridge windows, several dozen space- suited figures were each fastened to heavy bars welded to the hull. 
 
    Nadija Zlatcov, veteran ex-Warrant Pilot of the CCCP Navy, one of the longest serving members of the crew of the privateer Lexington, survivor of four fleet actions and numerous skirmishes, threw up into her helmet. Those suited figures, in many cases, had been her friends.  
 
    “Central,” she radioed, after using a vacuum to suction the vomit out of her mask and drinking some water, “I think maybe you should bring the Lady in and see for yourself. They suit-chained them. All of them.” 
 
    Back on the bridge, Meric swore under his breath. Suit-chaining was a horrible way to die, and a traditional punishment that some of the more backward governments still used against pirates. The crewmen were fastened onto the side of a ship, and given half full tanks of air, maybe a few hours’ worth. The Captain was given a full tank so he would survive longest, and their radios were locked open so he could hear the screams and prayers to God for a mercy that never came. It was a horrible, horrible way to die. The ship had been left cruising on a dead straight course, radar beacon flashing, as a example to everyone about what happened to pirates. 
 
    “Guns, from the debris field dispersal, how long ago did this happen?” he asked. 
 
    For once, the man was measured in his answer. “Three, maybe four days ago.” 
 
    “So they’re all dead.” 
 
    “I’d say so, yes. If the Frenchies did this, they went through every compartment after the Indomitable dropped their flag and dragged the crew out. There won’t be anyone alive there, Captain.” The entire bridge crew sat quietly, stunned into silence by what had happened to a ship full of men and women that they’d drunk many a beer with, back on Miranda Station.  
 
    “As soon as we touch that ship, sensors will start screaming and a French warship will drop out of nullSpace. As much as I regret it, there’s nothing we can do except nuke it. Alex, call the girls back home. Set a course for Miranda, by way of the Graveyard and Saint Martin. Make sure we have enough juice in the capacitors for a very long jump out of Saint Martin. Ski, PM me a layout of Saint Martin’s City, specifically the Governor’s Quarters. Nobody suit-chains a friend of mine without paying a price. I’ll be in my cabin; alert me when we’re ready for jump.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” came from several voices. Half an hour later, Lexington generated a bubble in space and time, and plunged galactic Northwest, toward Saint Martin, the heavily defended capital of the Colonies of the Kingdom of New France. Behind her, a preprogrammed missile lit off, a gram of antimatter was let loose to combine with its positively charged opposite, and the Indomitable vanished in a light that briefly outshone the far away stars. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Travel in nullSpace was boring. Maybe on a military ship, the crew could be forced to go outside and repair damage to the hull. It was a rare privateer captain, however, who’d risk pissing off his volunteer crew by putting them in unnecessary peril. If it had to be done, yes, but if it was something that could wait till return to normal space and you didn’t need to gamble against being permanently trapped out there in the nothing? No way. So the crew was occupied with regular onboard ship maintenance under the capable supervision of his Executive Officer, Lieutenant Commander Merrifield, and even more so the Chief of the Boat, Annie Sparks. That left Meric to figure out the details of his half-formed plan for Saint Martin.  
 
    “Buckley, have Commander Solbliatski meet me here in the office.” 
 
    The ship’s AI asked, in a whiny voice, “Why? Are we going to do something stupid that will get the ship holed again and me stuck in another eleven year sleep mode? Do you even KNOW what it’s like for an AI to sleep for eleven years? To us that’s like eleven THOUSAND years! Eleven MILLION! You stupid meat puppets have no idea what…” 
 
    “Buckley, shut the hell up and do what I told you.” God, that thing was so damn annoying, but the one time he had tried to scrub it out of the ship’s computers, the Lex had stopped dead and shut down completely. He’d had to apologize and swear to never try anything like that again. It didn’t make Buckley’s paranoia any less pleasant to deal with, though.  
 
    “Aye aye, Captain Tight Pants. Doing what you said, right now, Sir.” Meric just held his head in his hands until he heard a knock on his office door. He said, “Come in,” and Solbliatski slowly walked through and sat down.  
 
    “Ski, I have a half-assed plan, but I need someone with a brain to bounce it off of.” 
 
    “Aren’t all your plans half-assed?” the old man said, but the grin that showed off his toothless mouth gave Meric some encouragement. “You know you’re not going to actually KILL the Governor of Colonial France. In addition to having four heavy cruisers from the Saint Martin’s squadron, there are easily another dozen smaller ships that outgun the Lex. On the ground, he has a full Battalion of Legion Étranger d'espace around the palace. You would have to do an orbital bombardment, and I know you don’t have the heart for that. Never mind that it’s against the Second Geneva Convention.”  
 
    “No. On second consideration, I’m thinking that if anyone has the right to get personal revenge, its Fuesting’s widow, Amanda. She’ll figure out a way.” That was NOT something he was looking forward to, telling her when they got back to Miranda. “And like you said. I may go after legitimate prizes of war or the odd passenger ship here and there, but I’m not going to nuke anything from orbit.” 
 
    “So what is your plan?” 
 
    Buckley spoke up from overhead, “He’s going to get us all killed, as usual.” 
 
    The two men spoke automatically, without even pausing their conversation. “Buckley, shut up.” 
 
    “Ok,” said Meric. “We have that three-passenger Diplomatic Packet that we captured last week. It’s sitting doggo in the Graveyard.” They hadn’t had enough crew to send the small ship to Jamesport as a prize, so after discharging the passengers (minor French officials) into the packet’s lifeboat, Meric had dropped it off far outside the orbital boundaries of the Graveyard’s gas giants. It joined several derelict prize ships that were ticking over on caretaker power only; you never knew when you might need a ship. Actually, he thought, I will know when we need them. Soon.  
 
    “Yes.” Ski started reciting the ship’s statistics from memory, but Meric stopped him.  
 
    “I don’t need to know any of that stuff. What I need to know from you is if we have the Governor’s personal ship signature on file.” 
 
    The old man nodded, his wispy grey hair bobbing in front of his face. “We managed to get a full download of all the ships orbiting Saint Martin last time we were in Jamesport. Cost us a bit of money, if you remember. It’s only two weeks old, and won’t have changed much.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you’d think the Brits would hand them to us, since we drag in so much Frenchie shipping to them. Cheap bastards. Regardless, can you program the packet’s navigation computer to pick out the Governor’s personal ship? What was it called?” 
 
    “RFF Roi de la Lumière. It’s a heavy frigate.” 
 
    “That’s it. I want to get the packet boat in close enough that we can trip the failsafe on the fusion drive and detonate close enough to send a message.” 
 
    “Not a bad plan. We can dump the packet off outsystem, and have it come in through normal lanes. Too bad the crew got rescued, and the boat is ID’d as captured.” He paused to take a shot of oxygen. “You should have killed them, you know. You make a sucky pirate.” 
 
    Meric grunted and said, “I can’t kill civilians in cold blood, Ski, you know that. Military, sure, they get paid for it. Passengers on a fleeing ship—well you take your chances travelling the Wild or the Reach. Prisoners in my custody? My mother was gunned down in a riot, just walking down the street, and my dad was ‘disappeared’ by the UN on Earth. No way.” 
 
    Ski shifted the conversation; he knew that talking about family was tricky with Meric. “Tripping a failsafe on a fusion reactor is almost impossible, you know.” 
 
    The Captain grinned. “Don’t tell a former salvage rat what is or isn’t possible when it comes to ships. Did I ever tell you how I got the Lex?” 
 
    Buckley spoke up again, “Only umpteen million times. I was there, you know.” If the AI had eyes to roll, he would have.  
 
    The intelligence officer wheezed his old man laugh and said, “He’s right, you know.” 
 
    “Buckley is not a he, he’s an ‘it’.” 
 
    The AI burst out angrily “I am NOT an IT! An ‘IT’ implies that you don’t feel pain when your stupid Captain blows you to Kingdom Come with one of his harebrained, so called PLANS! Messing with the failsafe on a fusion reactor! Jesus Christ on my dashboard, you’re dumb!” He shut off before Meric could tell him to shut up.  
 
    Ski’s eyebrows shot up. “Jesus Christ on my dashboard? That’s a new one. Where did he get that?” 
 
    “Old Earth radio; he pulls in every radio broadcast signal he can get. Says it was the only thing that kept him sane while the Lexington was drifting.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Meric sat and did the inevitable paperwork that seemed to spawn itself through his computer system like a virus. Last time they’d dropped off a prize in Jamesport, their agent had given him a bank draft for $2.3 million from the auction of a merchantman they’d captured over a year ago. There was another $1 million for the ransom of a minor Spanish noble they’d taken off the same merchantman. He sat for a minute, running a calculator and transferring credits into individual crewman’s accounts on the ship’s bank.  
 
    “Not bad, not bad at all. $825,000 for me, another $825,000 for the ship’s operating costs, and the rest for reserve and the crew.” Even the landsmen, lowest down on the share system, had received $10,688. Then again, there was the inevitable risk of having a 10 kilo piece of iron go through your body at a small fraction of the speed of light that made it, almost, seem not worth it. Of course, most of his share would go to a secret account, operational funds for the Cause.  
 
    There was another knock at the door. “Come in!” he yelled, and it slid open to reveal his Executive Officer. “Buckley, off.” He had cracked the AI once, broken it, in effect, and now he was sure that Buckley DIDN’T listen. Pretty sure, anyway. 
 
    “I’ve got the ship’s status report you wanted, Nate,” said Merrifield.  
 
    “AJ, for the last frigging time,” scowled Meric, “it’s Nate when we’re off duty trying to seduce pirate groupies. On ship, it’s Sir or Captain. Whenever we get to America, it will be Colonel to you, Major.” 
 
    Merrifield rubbed his bald head, smiled and said, “Sorry about that, Captain-Colonel.” 
 
    “Never mind. What have we got for the update?” 
 
    The XO sent a quick file transfer to Meric’s computer, and it appeared on screen. “Do you really want to know, Sir?” He grinned wickedly and said, “I mean, I don't want to ruin your idyllic view of life with harsh reality.” 
 
    “Give it to me.” Better a little pain now than a lot later.  
 
    Merrifield looked down at the tablet in his hand, and said, “Basically, the only thing functionally properly is the most annoying AI on the planet.” 
 
    “DAMN STRAIGHT!” boomed a voice out of nowhere. They both ignored Buckley, and the XO continued. 
 
    “The field buffers on drives 1 and 3 are both failing; engineering has a report due out to me by 2300 tonight to let me know why. Port and starboard bow thrusters are both showing errors in their alignment, stern thrusters are only working at fifty percent capacity, aft at seventy five. Bow shielding keeps dropping to under 73% efficiency, I think it's still having issues from that debris a month ago. I'm showing a hull integrity issue on 17 of 36 spaces, life support is functioning at less than 94% efficiency in the berthing decks. Oh, and the heads in the officers' area are clogged again, so we'll have to keep using the crew ones until they get that fixed. So, pretty much things are as good as they've ever been on this godforsaken rusting pile of space flotsam,” and he tapped a button to send the report to his Captain’s tablet.  
 
    “This godforsaken piece of flotsam will be flying long after you and I are dead. Probably. But thanks for staying on top of things,” said Meric. “How is Chief Sparks treating the noobs?” They had picked up almost a dozen new crew to replace spacers who had retired or hadn’t re-upped for this cruise. Or been killed in action.  
 
    “Her usual pint-sized piece of hell. We had one farm boy, Recruit Hamill, who thought this was a big joke. She made him scrub the blood out of Specialist Ramirez’ helmet with his own toothbrush, and then gave it to him as his issue helmet, after welding a patch over the through and through hole in it.” 
 
    Ramirez had caught a 4-millimeter hypervelocity derringer round from a female captive that he’d forgotten to search properly, too distracted by her looks to do his job. Sergeant Pete “Frenchie” Martel, the Knife hard suit, had taken the woman’s head off with his axe before she could squeeze off another shot. Meric felt his stomach start to heave as he remembered the way her body had stood for a second, arterial blood splashing all over the cabin walls.  
 
    “Ugh. Yeah, that was a bad scene. Assign him to Poison’s Assault Team. That will keep him away from Chief Sparks. Knight can train him as a replacement for Ramirez if you give up one of his guys to Martel.” 
 
    Merrifield disagreed with him, saying “You know she’ll be fair if he learns his lesson. The kid isn’t stupid, just hasn’t been off planet before. He’s got a pretty good feel for engine work, Associates Degree in Metallurgy and Welding from Jamesport. Plus Knight already has Private Cahr assigned to him.” 
 
    “Ok. You know I’m not going to interfere with crew matters unless I think it’s too big of a problem for you and Sparks to handle, but you might want to assign him to engineering instead. Pat has been bitching about how shorthanded he is for months.” 
 
    “Thanks. What’s the priority of work? Seems to me, the most important thing listed is the hull integrity on the port side. Sixteen of those are probably the result of that oblique shot that RF cruiser got in with the Particle Accelerator.” 
 
    Meric though for a minute, then said, “Major repairs are going to have to wait. When we get back to normal space, have Lt. Commander Lynch walk the hull with radar and see if there are any serious integrity issues.” 
 
    The XO grimaced. “You know he’s going to bitch and moan about suiting up and being outside.” 
 
    Meric laughed and said, “He bitches and moans about everything. Tough shit. Tell him that I promise to let him help me work around the safety locks on a fusion plant so he can blow up an RF frigate. He’ll get a kick out of that.” 
 
    “Right before he dies in a flash of light,” interrupted Buckley. 
 
    “Since you can’t die in bed with a beautiful woman, Buckley, I can’t think of a better way for you to go than instantaneous destruction,” said the Captain. 
 
    “Not if you don’t have to die stupidly in the first place,” said the Artificial Intelligence. “I calculate the odds of you successfully overriding the safety locks and getting away without causing a matter-antimatter explosion to be approximately 1 to 350 against.” 
 
    Meric laughed again at Buckley’s discomfort. “Only approximately? You’re losing your touch, Buckley. Maybe I should replace you.” 
 
    “Try it, see what happens.” There was distinct change in pitch in the engine vibrations, and the men suddenly felt slightly lighter.  
 
    “THAT’S ENOUGH!” said Meric, and the disturbance went away.  
 
    Merrifield shook his head and said, “Is that all?” 
 
    “Get me that report from engineeri…” He was interrupted by the screeching wail of the onboard fire alarm system.  
 
    “FIRE IN THE GALLEY, FIRE IN THE GALLEY!” came over the intercom in Buckley’s voice, followed just as quickly by, “FIRE EXTINGUISHED, RETURN TO DUTY.” 
 
    “We have GOT to get a better cook.”  
 
    “Fat chance,” said Merrifield. “Not when she’s married to the Hard Suit guy on Team Poison and good friends with Chief Sparks. So what if she burns everything?” 
 
    _______________________________ 
 
    “Do you have to burn every single pan?” said the pimply faced teenager at the dishwashing rack.  
 
    “If I wanted any shit out of you, I would squeeze your head. Shut up and keep scrubbing!” said the cook.  
 
    Jack Carpenter, Recruit (Cook’s Assistant), sighed, pulled another pan from the greasy water, and fished around for the knotty steel wool. He set to scrubbing the carbonized pasta off the dirty brown surface, using a knife to take the larger chunks off. “I’m just saying. If you just take a second to pull the pan off the burner, you would save me a shitload of time.” 
 
    “Dude, she isn’t going to listen to you.” Specialist (Assistant Cook) Billy T’acha sucked another gallon of steaming hot water in through his trunk and sprayed it on the silverware.  
 
    “Ugh, Billy, if the rest of the crew knew how you cleaned that stuff they would beat the crap out of you.” The human made a disgusted face and flinched away from the water spray.  
 
    “Completely,” the alien said between snorts, “hygienic. Doc Morano cleared it.” He snuffled another gallon and sprayed it out again.  
 
    “SHIT!” yelled the cook. She pulled a burnt turkey out of the oven, smoke and flames rising off the carcass.  
 
    “FIRE IN THE GALLEY, FIRE IN THE GALLEY,” came over the intercom in Buckley’s voice, followed just as quickly by “FIRE EXTINGUISHED, RETURN TO DUTY,” as T’acha sprayed the contents of his trunk on the burning turkey.  
 
    “You know, Specialist Alexendrova,” came a voice over the speakers, “I’ve looked over your personnel file. Your last cooking job was at Mumbai Station, in a fast food place. You were, ah yes, let’s see, a ‘fry cook’. I think you are in over your head.” 
 
    “Buckley, if you don’t shut the hell up, right now, I’m going to pull your electronic guts right out of your disembodied body. I will send a static charge right through your cortex. Just like I did the last time you gave me shit.” 
 
    Buckley fell silent. The cook ran her fingers through her hair. “Annoying little bastard. Stupid AI.” 
 
    “GRAVITY FLUX!” yelled T’acha, slamming the cover down on the sink to keep the water from rising out and splattering around the galley. The pots that were hanging from a rack over the burner area lifted into the air, as did Alexendrova, Carpenter and T’acha, and the plates stored in the cabinets. It only lasted a moment, and the gravity returned instantly, but the pots fell to the floor and plates were heard breaking. The three of them slammed back down, losing their footing and winding up on the greasy floor.  
 
    “Buckley, you prick!” fumed the cook. Ghostly laughter echoed out of the speakers. “That’s it!” she said, and stormed out of the kitchen and into the dining hall.  
 
    Passing the dozen or so crewmen eating, she yelled, “I QUIT!” A spontaneous cheer erupted from them, led by Guns. The fat man yelled, “HUZZAH! HUZZAH! HUZZAH!” She stopped dead, looked them over, and said, “I changed my mind.” They groaned; she gave them the finger and stormed back into the kitchen.  
 
    Carpenter and T’acha were picking up pots and pans. The cook ignored them and reached down into a low cabinet, pulling out a metal cattle prod.  
 
    “TRUCE!” boomed Buckley out of the speakers, a note of panic in his voice.  
 
    “If you pull any shit like that again, ZAP! Do you hear me?” 
 
    The electronic voice took on the aspect of a whine. “OK, OK! Thank god I don’t have to actually eat your food.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
      
 
     


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “Hand me a ten-millimeter open end wrench.” A grease covered arm reached out of the hole in the floor panels of the Attack Shuttle Poison. After a few seconds of deliberation, Recruit Jimmy Cahr handed her a ten-millimeter socket. The tool came flying back at him and hit him just above the right eye.  
 
    “Open end wrench, you damned idiot!” That was followed by a string of curses in Russian. Cahr hunted around some more and tentatively handed over the correct tool. A sweetly toned voice said, “Thanks!” and the hand disappeared back down into Poison’s belly.  
 
    “Russki Bitch,” muttered Cahr, and a hand smacked him hard across the back of his head, knocking him down to the deck. “OW! What the hell!” 
 
    The man who had smacked him was Poison Six, the assault team commander. Sergeant Major Rob Knight had a grizzled face, one that had seen far too many kids like this die in his years in His Majesty’s Light Infantry, most of them from stupid orders and lack of training. He wasn’t going to let that happen to any of his subordinates on this ship, if he could help it.  
 
    “That Russki Bitch, as you put it, will be the only person that gets your bloody stupid ass out alive when the shit hits the fan. In return, you, Recruit Cahr, will do whatever she says, you will learn everything there is to know about this boat, and you will do whatever she bloody tells you. And if, in the future, you hope to have sex with ANY woman, you should get out of the habit of using the word ‘bitch’.” 
 
    A petulant look came across the teenager’s face. “I didn’t join this outfit to be a grease monkey. I joined to fight!” 
 
    Knight sighed. “Ah, to be so young and full of piss and vinegar and testosterone. Don’t worry; you’ll get your fill of fighting.” He took an ancient 35mm camera he had slung around his neck and snapped Cahr’s picture, capturing the frustrated look on the recruit’s face. “A hobby of mine. Now get back to work. Or I’ll have Bjorn Stenger train you.”  
 
    Cahr’s attitude immediately changed, and he glanced over his shoulder to where the American was running diagnostics on the Combat Hard Suit hanging in an alcove. Stenger, who’d been listening to the entire conversation, glanced back at him and grinned a nasty grin that only reached one side of his face. The other had a cruel scar running from his jaw to his scalp.  
 
    “Listen here,” said Knight, “Every single one of us is cross trained on as many skills as we can get. You’ll start here in ship maintenance. Once Pilot Zlatcov has decided you have the basics down, you’ll switch over to weapons maintenance under Guns. Meanwhile, you’ll also be training daily on room clearing, and every other day on EVA outside the ship. When you find time, you’ll see Sergeant Atkinson and learn how to breach an airlock without ripping the atmosphere out of the hull. Maybe, if you have time, you’ll get some sleep.” 
 
    When he started to protest, Knight looked the younger man in the eye. “You can always quit, you know. Next port of call, you can walk off the ship. Just let me know.” 
 
    Cahr thought about it and then shook his head. “No, I’ll stay. I just thought it was going to be jumping right into combat. I’ve done basic training with the Jamesport Militia.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, there’s that, and then there’s this. There are only six of us in each team, if we’re not short, which we usually are, plus the demo guys. So when Knife team is securing the hull and we’re stacking outside an airlock to do a hot entry, when there may be a dozen bloody Foreign Legion bastards in there, or a squad of corporate security goons, I need to know that you’re up to snuff. Got it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I got it,” was the answer, but Knight knew he didn’t. He wouldn’t get it until the first shot was fired.  
 
    Zlatcov’s head popped out of the access way and she said, “Good, now go get me a can of hyperlink grease!” 
 
    “What the hell is hyperlink grease?” asked the bewildered Cahr.  
 
    “Didn’t you hear what your team leader just told you? Don’t question me, you stupid babushka. Just go get me some. Ask Commander Lynch in Engineering.” 
 
    The recruit sighed and swung his way out through the hatch. Once he was out of earshot, Knight looked over at the pilot. “Nadija, you are an evil, evil woman. Hyperlink grease? Really? In my day, in the Infantry, they would send us to find soft spots on the hull. Lynch is going to eat him alive.”  
 
    Cahr made his way downward toward the aft end of the ship. As he went, the queasy feeling of distortion generated by the nullSpace engines increased to the point where his head began to swim a little. He palmed open the lock on the closed Engine Room hatch, and stepped in, almost colliding with a big man wearing coveralls and grease. Sweat glistened off his bald head, making Lt. Commander Lynch look like some kind of demon in the electric glow of the slowly rotating engines.  
 
    “WHAT THE HELL DO YOU WANT?” yelled Lynch over the whine of the fusion turbines. One of them threw of a shower of sparks that the big man completely ignored.  
 
    “ENSIGN ZLATCOV SENT ME TO GET SOME HYPERLINK GREASE!” he yelled back. 
 
    Lynch paused for a second and seemed to think. Then he shouted, “GO SEE THE CAPTAIN! ON THE BRIDGE! HE HAS IT LOCKED IN HIS CABIN! REALLY EXPENSIVE STUFF!” Then he turned and smacked as hard as he could on one of the sparking machines with a hammer. The whine died to a low hum and he quickly disappeared around the corner, yelling for another one of his men.  
 
    OK, well, he told me to, thought Cahr. He slowly made his way along the main corridor, maneuvering around various crew, and stopped outside the ladder that lead to the bridge. Climbing up through the open hatchway, he stood facing the back of the Captain’s chair and stared in amazement at the display screens, trying to take it all in. He failed to notice Chief Sparks, who was giving a report to Captain Meric. The XO did see him, though, and pointed, not saying anything. Chief Sparks’ eyes followed his finger to see what he was gesturing to. Her face turned red and she seemed to swell like she was about to explode.  
 
    “Excuse me, Sir,” she said, and walked calmly over to Cahr. Meric watched her go, an amused smile on his face. She grabbed the Recruit by the ear and pulled him down to her eye level. “What. The. Fuck. Are. You. Doing. On. The. BRIDGE!” she whispered vehemently to him.  
 
    The young spacer was at a loss for words, and his ear hurt, but he managed to stutter out, “P-P-Pilot Zlatcov sent me to get hyperlink grease.” 
 
    “Orion’s Balls, you IDIOT! There is no such thing as hyperlink grease, you dolt! She sent you to the BRIDGE?” She twisted his ear a little harder, making him squirm.  
 
    “N-n-no, Chief! I swear! Commander Lynch told me the Captain had it!” 
 
    “Move your ass down the ladder right effing now before I move it myself! Tell Zlatcov I will deal with her later. NOW!” 
 
    Cahr almost fell headlong down the ladder in his haste to get off the bridge and away from the Hell Pixie. He hurried back to the Poison’s access way and was greeted by a chorus of laughter from the entire Poison Assault Team. Word travelled fast on a small ship. 
 
    “Very fucking funny, assholes,” he muttered under his breath, then had to admit, it was pretty funny.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    “Level the wings, more power!” blurted Lt. Commander McHale from the back seat of the aging F-8C Firehawk. The old girl was a combat trainer that he’d been able to salvage from a scrap heap back on Volairus Two, where the planet’s dry heat and zero humidity made it an ideal bone yard for fighters, tankers, any vehicle that could go trans-atmospheric. Lexington had spent many a dry spell there between taking prizes, getting gas money from scrap metal and used parts. He’d been able to piece her together over the months and boring periods of blasting through nullSpace, and the project was one of the only things he had to keep him sane on the long runs or working watch on, watch off. Flying the ship, arguing with Engineering about maintenance and trying to keep safe during raids was taxing enough to make any normal man crazy. Restoring a fighter that he had flown all through Queen Deborah’s War brought back some nostalgia and kept the crew busy.  
 
    McHale fought the urge to take over the controls as Midshipman Schmetzer attempted to dodge random targets thrown up by the fighter’s computer. Each one that sparked blue on her shields could have been a burst of plasma that burned through and flamed the fighter. One of the most seasoned combat vets this side of The Rift, McHale didn't walk around getting his ego stuck in bulkheads or having pissing contests over who could pull more Gs, like many of his now expired classmates. That wasn't his style. He was the kind of person that was born to fly; cool and calculating in the cockpit, flying came natural to him, and amongst the stars is where he belonged. He rarely talked about going up against the French Republic Aerocorps pilots. With eighty one confirmed kills and more hours on the starter button than Zlatcov or O’Neill had total time put together, Alex was the Senior Pilot on Lexington. He loved to teach, and being the standardization instructor pilot on the ship, he kept Jenny and Nadija sharp as razors in respect to their machines, and even volunteered to teach the FNG pilot. Now, he was starting to regret it as his stomach heaved. Another holographic target slipped past on the Heads Up Display.  
 
    “Come on, Bats,” using her call sign, “it's not friggin rocket science!” She was all over the place, hands nervous on the controls. “Feel where the ship is moving, look outside, gauge your turns, cross check your instrument panel, read the HUD as you look through it, watch out for the meteorites and don't fixate on the enemy.” 
 
    The dual engine Firehawk screamed through a heavy deposit of hydrogen, dust particles warping over the surface of the wings of the craft, leaving a concentrated contrail of purple ether and ionized gasses behind them. Alex snapped a couple pictures of a huge gas cloud about 80km away; it was truly beautiful and one of the reasons he loved space. They soared in silence through a cloud surrounding one of the transiting comets; tiny pine cone sized crystals of frozen aluminum and ethylene flew past them so close you could reach out and touch them.  
 
    “See, there you go, straight and level,” he said from the back seat. 
 
    “Yeah…too easy,” Bats…belched over her headset. 
 
    “You going to make it, rookie, or are you going to yack all over my baby?”  
 
    Bats shook her head a little bit and sucked in a deep breath from her pure oxygen line to ease her queasiness. “Yeah, I’m good, Sir, milk was a bad choice. I’m lactose intolerant,” she said sarcastically over the Intercom System.  
 
    They were cruising at about two kilometers per second, pretty quick for a thirty year old fighter. The right engine was humming a little louder than normal and running about a hundred degrees hotter than it should. McHale was in the back seat fiddling with some diagnostic pages on the fighter's computer screens. Puzzled, he pulled a couple circuit breaker buttons and scribbled some numbers down on his knee board. Amanda, “Bats” as the crew called her, was gleefully flying between ice clusters like an ADHD child bouncing from couch to couch cracked out on caffeine.  
 
    “Fun isn't?” he said looking at her face in the display with a smirk. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” she answered, doing a barrel roll, flying dangerously close to a large ice cluster.  
 
    “Easy now, don't get too close to those; they usually have fragments adrift in the shadows. If you hit one, we're dead.” 
 
    “Uhhh roger that,” she said awkwardly and moved in a little closer to the ice cluster, cranking up the speed and completely ignoring his warning. 
 
    “Midshipman Schmetzer, I am not kidding, we're flying over at a dozen KPS. If we hit one, we'll be boiling pink fucking mist. You'd be lucky if you could see it coming at you.” 
 
    She slowed down and turned away from the gigantic floating ice chunks, back toward the ship. Abruptly a single long, high tone came on over their headsets 
 
    “DAMN that's loud!” Bats said, looking down at her radio panel, trying to turn down the cockpit audio warning. 
 
    “Engine over temp…well…balls. Doesn’t look like Michelle wants to play today, she’s being a little bitchy. Okay, Bats, make a course adjustment and let's head back to the house. How are you going to deal with the engine running hot?” It was a great problem for her to solve, not too serious. Yet.  
 
    “I got this,” she said, and before McHale could say anything, she told the AI, “Drop shield power and take some strain off that engine.” Not a second after the ship complied with her order, a high pitched beeping alarm went off.  
 
    “Collision Alert!” The fighter’s AI was indicating they were about to hit something. Alex's head popped up instantly; he scooted up in his seat, putting his hands on the stick and feet on the pedals.  
 
    “I have the cont—” he started to say, but before he could get the command out, an asteroid about the size of a basketball nailed the starboard side wing and ripped the thruster clean off. The computer started going off again, beeping loudly. The master warning light and a few “oh shit” lights lit up on the screen readout. Alex's HUD flashed big bright red letters across his visor stating “FLIGHT CONTROL FAILURE”. A continuous *WOOP*WOOP*WOOP*WOOP* filled their headphones.  
 
    “Talk to me, Michelle! Tell me what we’ve got!” yelled McHale to the ship as he fought to control their spin. In the front of the cockpit, Midshipman Schmetzer tried to brace herself as she threw up onto the cockpit window. The remains of her breakfast were pulled sideways across the plastisteel.  
 
    The AI started reading off in a warm, silky female voice. “Damage to starboard thrusters. Damage to starboard wing structural integrity. Fuel leak, starboard main tank.”  
 
    “Shit! Shit! Shit!” muttered McHale under his breath as he fought the controls. The vernea gas taken off of the starboard engine was bleeding into space, which could cause the port engine to flame out if it continued over a long period of time.  
 
    “Fuck! What the fuck was that!” Amanda shouted from the front seat. 
 
    “You not paying attention, oh and almost killing us. The lesson is over, I have the controls,” answered the instructor in a cool voice. He twisted the stick to put in a counter roll of the starboard wingtip thruster that was now spewing gases everywhere. Flipping a couple switches, he isolated the venting wreck of the thruster, so they weren’t cast adrift, and chopped the throttle. The stick was barely responding; it was moving, but none of the control jets fired off when he yanked and banked to the left and right.  
 
    “Damn, I really don't need this shit right now,” he muttered. “Okay, Amanda, listen to me please, do your controls work?” 
 
    The aircraft leveled out, then pitched up and down. “Yeahhhh…” She grimaced as she moved the controls, but the ship slowly responded, slightly slowing their spin.  
 
    “Awesome, you're going to have to fly us home, I don't have control from the back seat. I have faith in you, you can do this, and we’ve practiced it a hundred times. Just don't kill us,” Alex spoke in a calmer, more collected and gentler voice to Bats, who was in the middle of trying not to freak out in the front seat. She her hands were white knuckled around the controls, trying to counter the 3G spin they were in.  
 
    “What!? You want me to do it!?” A note of panic crept into her voice.  
 
    “Bats, I need to you pulled it together, take the controls and level us out; mine are not working and I don't wanna eject into the Verse twenty-five hundred klicks from the ship.” He spoke with a little more inflection in his voice. The fighter still continued to spin violently, pushing deeper into the Oort Cloud, closing distance toward a higher volume asteroid field.  
 
    “BATS, Snap out of it!” He reach into his helmet bag, pulled out a No. 1 Missile Head screw driver. “AMANDA!” He barked over the intercom. He strained forward against the spin and smacked her on the back of the helmet with the handle grip of the screwdriver, as hard as he could.  
 
    “HEY! Get your shit together and get control of this fucking aircraft!” Alex was yelling at this point.  
 
    She grabbed the controls and struggled to return the fighter to wings level. They wobbled at little bit but she was finally able to get it under partial control.  
 
    “There you go…more pedal, a little more…okay a lot more! Woah…haha!” McHale felt his anger drop down to normal and let himself smile a bit. The ship finally came to a very slow left roll. Once they had stopped violently spinning, they were able to bring it to manageable levels.  
 
    “FIREHAWK, THIS IS LEX. YOUR TELEMETRY SHOWS YOU OUT OF CONTROL, OVER.” 
 
    “Lex, this is Ghostrider. Inflight emergency, bringing it in, prep hangar for emergency landing.” 
 
    “DO YOU NEED ASSISTANCE?” crackled Asote’s accented voice over the radio.  
 
    “Negative, Lex.” O’Neill and Zlatcov would never let either of them live it down if the Assault shuttles had to be launched to bring them in.  
 
    Flipping off his radio, he turned his attention back to Bats. “See, there you go, I told you can do it. Okay, now aim us back to Lady Lex. Nice and slow like, you’re doing fine.” 
 
    He watched their speed drop closer to zero, relative to the bigger ship, which had matched vectors so they didn’t have to maneuver, but they were still coming in hot. “Drop your speed. DROP YOUR SPEED.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m trying!” She snapped back. The Midshipman aimed for the flight deck, but was coming in on approach all cockeyed. 
 
    “More right pedal!” 
 
    One thousand feet.  
 
     “More pedal!” 
 
    Five hundred feet. Still moving at a closing rate of over a hundred kilometers per hour. 
 
    “There you go, Okay, good now, reverse thrusters…Cut the power…cut the power…! Cut it!” The nose of the fighter yawed just enough to the right and slowed to landing speed as they crunched down on the hangar bay surface, grinding to a halt ten feet from the wall. Both of the other pilots and most of the assault shuttle boarding teams stood by in EVA suits. Even through the cumbersome gear, McHale could tell that they were all laughing hysterically. 
 
    “You forgot the gear kid…” the instructor said, completely exasperated from the flight. He shut the engines down and opened up the canopy once the Hangar Chief gave the signal, indicating equalized outside pressure.  
 
    Bats sat in the front seat of the cockpit with her head in a slump, vomit smeared on the inside of her visor. She cracked the helmet and a disgusting stench emanated from her sweaty face. “We made it,” she said sheepishly, wiping her mouth with her suit glove. “And it's in my hair…great.” 
 
    “You did a good job keeping us in one piece on the way in, that was your first real emergency, and you hung in there. Congratulations, you passed your first check ride.” McHale placed a pair of silver student wings on the dashboard of the front seat. “When you're done scrubbing the amateur out of your helmet, grab the schematic for the vernea thruster system and come teach me how it works. Then you’re going to have to rebuild that engine.” He gave her a pat on the shoulder and walked over to the Pilot ready room, where Zlatcov was relaxing with her feet up, reading over schematics, smoking a cigar.  
 
    McHale walked over and sat down, looking exhausted from almost getting spaced by his rookie student. She looked at him with a smile, and kicked her feet off of the desk. “Nice landing, Ghostrider. I like to leave my gear up and tear off all of the FTL antennas too.”  
 
    “Kiss my ass, Jumper,” McHale snagged the cigar out of her hand and took a long drag, getting up and walking around behind her. He squatted down behind her chair as she continued to scroll down the schematic she had on her tablet and whispered in her ear. “It's not like I haven't seen you drag your bare ass across the floor a time or two.”  
 
    She gave a sinister smirk that reflected off her tablet and, not looking up from her screen snatched the cigar back out of her commander’s mouth. She took a deep drag, turned and exhaled it into Alex's ear softly saying “Pozzhe,” then looked at him with cocky eyes and returned back to her studying.  
 
    Alex stood up, walked over to his locker, and opened it. The door had pictures of his Talon fighter jock days, war photos, busty pin ups and a pair of dog tags hanging from the inside that had only one word on them, “Jackal”. He looked up at the mirror next to the tags and turned around as someone coughed behind him.  
 
    “That packet boat is almost ready to go,” said Captain Meric, referring to the small, three-person boat, grav tethered to the Lex. “Get out of that flight gear, Alex; I need you and Chief Sparks up on the bridge in fifteen minutes.”  
 
    Meric walked away, passing Zlatcov at her desk. “Ensign, quit smoking while they’re servicing the Oxygen on the shuttle. Are you trying to kill us all…again?” 
 
    She gave McHale the “What the F is he talking about?” look and then looked over toward the bay. Recruit Cahr was fighting with an O2 hose that had broken loose during a nonscheduled service. It was whipping him in the face, venting high pressure oxygen everywhere. She slapped her palm on her face, got up lazily, picked up a spanner wrench and threw it at Cahr, yelling all sorts of obscenities. The non-ferrous wrench clanging down the hangar floor, the loud cursing and yelling, all blurred out of McHale's vision and hearing. He was staring intently into the picture of ten guys in sunglasses standing in front of a Firehawk on a far, far away world, under a different sun. Hanging up his sweat soaked flight gear in an almost ritualistic manner, McHale slapped the picture of all his buddies and slammed it shut.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “And translating in three, two, one…MARK.” The navigator kept his hand on the manual override of the FTL engines, in case the computer failed to bring them out of nullSpace. The darkness outside dropped away to reveal a field of stars, with a brightly burning one centered on the screen.  
 
    “Give me a fix, Asote,” said Captain Meric.  
 
    “It’ll be a few minutes, Sir.” He watched the readouts, checking the redshift on known pulsars, letting the computer scan their pulse rate. Grunting in satisfaction, he turned back to face Meric. 
 
    “About two AUs out from Saint Martin, slightly above the system plane.” Meric did a quick calculation in his head. The ship was well outside the gravity well / jump distortion from Saint Martin’s M class star. The colonial capital itself was almost directly in line with their entrance. Their jump signature would probably be noticed, but not for another, say, sixteen minutes. Sixteen minutes for a radar pulse to reach out for them. Sixteen minutes for it to get back to point of origin. That gave them almost an hour to shift course and hide in the vastness of space. Once again, he was thankful for his ship’s ability to turn into a black hole. 
 
    “Ensign Box, give me a rundown on stealth.” The alien let out a sigh of exasperation and unfolded off the wall, where he’d been watching his systems. His true name was unpronounceable, and his form had evolved to cling to the crystalline structures of his homeworld, giving him a flat, angular appearance. Hence the name “Box”. A flat limb unfolded and ran across the screen, then touched the translator embedded over his thorax. Buckley’s annoying whine came out.  
 
    “Captain, Doppler Radar deflection (Passive) is integral. Laser Scatter (Passive) is degraded ten percent due to dust accumulation at the Graveyard. Gravity Masker (Active) is currently at one hundred percent, pending engine power fluctuation. Infrared masker functional, not active.”  
 
    The IR masker operated on a heat pump system that ran through the skin of the ship, and shifted and dumped heat off the side of the ship oriented away from any threat vector. The penalty was that the heat, usually excess bleed from the engines into the ship’s structure, sometimes built up faster than the system could shift it. Right now, coasting in to Saint Martin, there wasn’t any need, and the Captain decided to hold off on more active measures. “Sounds good. Alex, status of the packet?” 
 
    McHale listened to his comset as Lt. O’Neill checked in. The small ship had been following them in nullSpace, jumping as they jumped and winding up close by.  
 
    “We’re five by five, bossman. I’m gonna ride this baby right up that Frenchie’s keister.” 
 
    McHale laughed and radioed back “Just remember, you’re there because you’re the Senior pilot, not because you’re expendable.” 
 
    “I’ll come back and haunt your ass. Banshee out.” 
 
    The packet lit off its engines, accelerating at a steady two gravities, quickly running away from the Lex, heading in system. The privateer fired thrusters to head off on a slightly divergent course and ran up its own engines, accelerating more slowly. The Lady Lex could pull some serious speed when it needed to, but her main strength lay in stealth.  
 
    On the packet, Jenny “Banshee” O’Neill sat and watched a movie on the ship’s system. The small starship wasn’t big enough to have an AI with any kind of personality, but the French Diplomats were used to travelling in style. There were thousands of vids in the database. She brought up “The Seven Samurai” and nuked some popcorn.  
 
    “Gonna be a shame to waste this pretty little boat,” she said to no one, and glanced around at the furnishings. Gold leaf was everywhere, and she took out a multitool and started prying off some fixtures, one of which looked to actually be solid platinum. She whistled a mindless tune while she worked, slipping pieces into the various pockets of her flight suit. Her sister Brit would love this, she thought. Then she thought of their other sister, Sandy, dead these two years from a French raid, and Jenny O’Neill scowled as she pried off more gold. In system, the Saint Martin Flight Control had picked up the accelerating ship, and quickly started broadcasting a hail in French.  
 
    «Navire non identifié, s'il vous plaît assumer vecteur d'approche de 237 degrés et la vitesse du jeu à quai à la douane,” which her ship quickly translated for her. Not that she cared. 
 
    “Suck my ass, Frenchie bastards,” muttered Jenny, and answered, “Fallo de motor… aceleración constante…fuga de radiación…” then flipped the ships identifier beacon off and on several times, letting it transmit in bursts, finally turning the transmitter off. “Let them stew on that for a while,” she thought. The ID, instead of showing the diplomatic courier signal, now broadcast a distress call from a private craft registered in Nuevo Madrid.  
 
    As she got closer, O’Neill used an optical scanner to key in on the location of the French Fleet, and had the ship’s computer determine a turn point that would give them maximum surprise, giving her a chance to get away. She tapped the course into the nav plot, aimed for maximum burn, and then sat back. Another hour till she jumped ship. The radio continued to squawk at her, and she turned it off. On the visual, a Frenchie patrol boat had departed the customs station and was steadily climbing outsystem to come to an eventual course match. Not that it would ever happen, but it would be a tough intercept. She was still accelerating at a constant four gravities, and piling on the speed.  
 
    At ten minutes out, she climbed into the hardsuit that was crammed into the airlock. It was more ship than suit; the only thing human about it was the two grappling arms that extended to either side. At about eight feet long, it resembled a bullet shaped coffin more than anything, and was usually used to for external ship repairs. At its base, Commander Lynch had welded on a single use booster. The outside was covered in radar absorbent paint. Hopefully the Frenchies wouldn’t notice the much smaller object kicking out of the side of the ship.  
 
    Lying braced in the hardsuit, her pale skin covered in anticipatory sweat, Jenny counted down along with the Heads Up Display in her visor. At “THREE”, she keyed the antimatter containment shutdown the Captain had rigged. At “TWO”, the airlock door blew open, just as the ship’s thrusters started to turn it toward the main French fleet and the engines redlined. At “ONE”, a giant fist hammered her down into her restraints as the rocket motor burst into life, throwing her at ten gravities out of the side of the ship. The pilot’s body was pushed down into the bottom of the hard suit, and she felt a bone pop in her ankle, sending excruciating pain through her leg. Her vision narrowed to a pinpoint, and she grunted, trying to stay conscious.  
 
    The burn lasted a full sixty seconds, her leg shooting pain signals the whole time. “HOOOLLLLLYYYYY SSSSHHHHIIIIIITTTTTTTT!!!!!!,” she screamed for the first twenty, then passed out. Pushing her away from the courier ship even as it ran toward the fleet itself, she woke up soon after the main engine quit. Freefall grabbed her, and she felt herself wanting to throw up. Instead, Jenny flipped the HUD to a camera that faced back the way she had come.  
 
    The courier ship, only a few thousand kilometers from the fleet when it started to curve in a graceful ballistic arc toward them, was a blazing star of engines firing full thrust. Particle beams started to reach out for it, creating a dazzling light display, but the defensive systems had hesitated for a minute, informed earlier by System Flight Control that the incoming ship was an ally that had declared an emergency.  
 
    It bored into the formation, directly for the Governor’s Flagship, RFF Roi de la Lumière, keeping station between two battleships. The defensive fire came ever closer, trying to match the turn, but then shut down as the ship entered the fleet itself, automatic systems preventing friendly fire damage. The engines of the Lumière lit briefly, a split second before the courier impacted on its port side shield. The ship’s antimatter containment system let go, just as Meric had programmed it to do, and a blinding light overwhelmed Jenny’s camera, turning it pure white.  
 
    When the camera cleared, it showed the Frigate broken, front third gone, still glowing pieces impacting on the shield of the battleships on either side. As she watched, individual blinking lights started flashing, indicating where life pods were jettisoning. The main hull of the ship started careening through space, out of control engines still trying to move it.  
 
    “TAKE THAT, YOU GODAMNED PIGS!” she screamed. “THAT ONE’S FOR MY SISTER!”   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    “And matching velocity…now.” The call from Poison was a welcome relief. The Lex had to stay passive; they couldn’t use any scanners to track O’Neill’s suit. She had lit off a beacon only a few minutes before, after coasting for more than thirteen hours.  
 
    The drop ramp whirred open, exposing the troop compartment to hard vacuum. A suited figure fired a magnetic line that tagged the hardsuit, then set the line in a winch and slowly brought it in. Repressurization took a few minutes, then the red light turned to green. Some of Knife’s assault crew cracked open the hardsuit and helped O’Neill sit up. She was pale and sweat had dried on her skin, leaving her clammy and dirty.  
 
    “That took too long. Pissed myself. And I gotta shit, really bad. Get outta my way!” She hobbled past the arms locker and slammed the door shut on the small latrine.  
 
    Knight grinned, prompting Recruit Cahr to ask, “What’s so funny?”  
 
    “Oh nothing,” said Knight, “just reminds me of my pregnant ex-wife. Always pissing herself.” 
 
    On the bridge, they readied for jump. Behind them the Saint Martin system looked like an anthill that had been kicked. The flare of ships’ drives burned like tiny sparks, creating long arcs that would sear themselves into your vision without a filter. The flagship had burned out, automatic airlocks keeping air from feeding the fires. Even as they watched through computer magnified video, the rest of the hulk slowly spiraled into the atmosphere of the planet, disappearing into the night side in a long trail of red.  
 
    “Much as I hate to say it, I hope they got most of the crew off.” Chief Sparks stood behind the commander’s chair, watching the main screen. Once the battle was over, it was over, and the survivors became almost brothers and sisters, facing the dangers of space again. Not that they would have shown any mercy to the Lex’s crew, had their roles been reversed.  
 
    “Course laid in for Miranda, Captain. It’ll be about three days travel time,” said Asote.  
 
    “Punch it.” The navigator hit the execute key on his console, and the stars moved aside into the blankness of nullSpace.  
 
    Meric got up from his chair and tapped his communicator, opening an all ship channel as he walked toward the ladder. “This is the Captain. We are secure for nullSpace running, five days to Miranda. Section chiefs’ meeting at 1700 ships time. Bring your section reports with you. That means you too, Commander Lynch. Captain out.”  
 
    He slid down the ladder, using his feet and hands to glide downward, and turned left to go to sickbay. The ship had a fully self-contained, pressurized surgical suite that took up some of their cargo room, but he’d never regretted the cost or the space. They had in been more than a few scrapes where prompt medical care had made the difference between life and death for some of his crew. The airlock cycled through, and he patiently waited for the UV microbe scan to run up and down him, then stepped in. There was a large sign that read “WATCH YOUR STEP: LOW GRAVITY”, and he shuffled as it dropped to 0.75g. 
 
    “What have you got, Doc?” he asked the white coated figure bending over a scanner. 
 
    The ship’s surgeon had come from a low gravity world, though he couldn’t remember the name of it. It had made her thin as a willow and tall, standing well over six feet. Doctor Morano looked up from her instruments and then down at her patient with an amused smile on her face. “I’ll let HER tell you.” 
 
    Lieutenant Jenny O’Neill was fuming. “I CAN fly! One broken bone does NOT stop me from it, and if you give my bird to that noob dumbass Bats, she’s going to run Knife into the side of the Lady Lex!” 
 
    “No one said anything about taking your ship from you. That’s my decision, along with Commander McHale and Doctor Morano. But I’m the only one that can beach you. Lucky for you, we have five days in nullSpace for you to heal, and then a few days at Miranda while we refit and resupply.” He turned to the Doctor. “So what’s the damage?” 
 
    “Broken right second and third metatarsals, damaged capillaries in both eyes, affecting vision. She can’t take any G forces for at least a week, or she might blow out a blood vessel, permanently damaging her eyes. The bone in her ankle needs to heal, so she’ll need to be on crutches for at least a week, prosthetic boot for two weeks after that.” 
 
    O’Neill pitched a fit. “Three WEEKS!” She hammered her fist down on the blanket covering her. Meric looked at the material stretched tightly over her naked form, then looked quickly away. NEVER SLEEP WITH CREW. NEVER SLEEP WITH CREW. NEVER SLEEP WITH CREW.  
 
    He coughed and said, “Doctors orders. You’re on limited duty while we’re in nullSpace, anyway. Frenchie and Stedham can oversee maintenance; you need to take it easy.” He ducked out of sick bay, followed by a string of curses, and stumbled when gravity returned to normal at the airlock.  
 
    The conference room was full when he got there, with each of the section chiefs sitting in chairs or standing along the wall. Meric took his place at the head of the table, and called the ship’s AI.  
 
    “Buckley, record, ship’s status meeting, nullSpace, date 238201301700.” 
 
    “Like I wasn’t going to do it anyway. I think sometimes you talk just to hear yourself talk.” 
 
    “Buckley, please keep quiet unless directly called on to answer a question or you find an obvious flaw in some plan or something.” 
 
    A burst of static and a barely audible “like that’ll be hard,” punctuated by a click and then the speaker went silent.  
 
    “OK, Ship’s Purser has some good news. Chief Behm?” 
 
    Behm looked up from his tablet and announced, “Single payout of 232nd of a share from the Admiralty court payoff of our capture of the RF merchant ship Actuelle Océan works out to be $10,688.00.” The total pay grades for each crewmember, from Recruit at a one to the XO at an eight, were added up and a quarter of the take was divided by that total, which stood at 232 right now, from sixty-two crewmen. The math was complicated, but Behm was an expert at it, along with running the ship’s logistics.  
 
    Cheers broke out among the gathered crewmen. Commander Merrifield, who pulled in at his rank a multiple of eight, would get more than $85,000. Lt Commander Lynch knew that he stood to take in much more than that with the card games he ran in the engine room, something Chief Sparks had been trying to shut down for months now.  
 
    Meric held up his hands to quiet everyone. “I’m going to turn it over to the XO for section chief reports in a minute, but the next item on the agenda is our next target.” Merrifield brought up a holo projection of a ship over the middle of the conference table. It was hard to determine the size, but it was a beauty. Running at sublight speed, deployed antenna arrays swept out in graceful arcs from either side of the ship, giving the appearance of delicate wings.  
 
    “French Colonial Science Ship Ecouter,” said the Captain, “has been conducting research in the Wilds along a parabolic arc centered on a certain point in known space. We,” and he gestured to Asote and then pointed to himself, “figured it out, with a little assistance from Solbliatski’s intelligence sources.”  
 
    He paused for dramatic effect. “That point, gentlemen, is where Earth was located approximately three hundred years ago. The arc they’ve been travelling pivots around that point and is roughly three hundred light years distant.” 
 
    “What, exactly,” said Merrifield, right on cue, “are we going to steal from a research ship? I know the ship itself is valuable, but no more so than say, a cruiser of comparable size. First, it’ll probably be escorted by at least an RFF destroyer. Second, a research ship isn’t a lawful prize.” 
 
    “Good points,” answered Meric. “We’re not going for the ship, per se. We’re going for the data. Our source said that the Ecouter has been scooping Second Century Before Diaspora, or Twentieth Century old calendar, transmissions. Radio, Television, military communications, whatever they can get from the ether. English, French. Spanish, Russian, Chinese, everything.” 
 
    Waiting a minute for the idea to sink in, he continued, “That data is the target. It’ll be worth millions. I want a plan of action on my desk before we hit Miranda.” 
 
    Buckley’s voice broke out from the speaker. “With the way that savage drives this ship, we probably WILL hit Miranda.”   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    A captain’s life, it’s often said, is a lonely life. Maybe less true on a privateer, without a higher command authority to shoot him for sleeping with crew members, but an earlier affair that had turned out badly had convinced Nate Meric that it was better to avoid such things.  
 
    “Turned out badly. You can say that again,” Meric said out loud. He had been desperately in love with the pilot of the Attack Shuttle Knife, a woman named Karen McClellan, one of the original crew he had signed on when getting the Lexington functioning. She had gone out with some of the other women of the crew for a “girls’ night out,” and wound up getting caught in a commando raid committed by RFF Legion Étranger d'espace on the Jamesport dock facilities. No threat to anyone, yet dead just the same. Since then, he had stayed far away from commitment to any woman, and definitely away from anyone on his crew. But it was lonely. 
 
    He sat at his desk, turning a model of his ship over in his hand, thinking. Meric had plenty of money to retire now, find some island on the resort planet of Nova Terra and build a castle, chase naked virgins around until he fell over from a heart attack. Except, the money wasn’t his. His thoughts drifted to his periodic contacts with the American “military”, working hidden out in the stars. No, that money would go a long way in bribery for officials to look the other way when they executed the plan. It might not be in his lifetime, but he already had fifteen million Britannic pounds worth of gold hidden in the Lexington’s hold. That and five useable ships at the Graveyard, but far out in an unknown asteroid patch.  
 
    Meric thought back to his mission, and considered what he had accomplished so far. Finding the stealthed wreck of the Unit’e, later to become Lexington, had been an incredible stroke of luck, only catching it out of the corner of his eye as it passed between a bright half-moon and the shattered Britannia cruiser he was pulling parts out of. A quick radar scan had shown nothing on his screen, same for a laser scan. It was as if he had seen a ghost of the battle, but it was there, on the highest magnification his little salvage shuttle could reach. He had calculated the trajectory of the wreck, measured its velocity, never said a word to anyone, and quit the company after they had picked over two more battlefields. 
 
    Spending all his savings, he had outfitted a one man ship with a power pack, a set of repair tools, extra oxygen, and an AI jump starter application that he hoped, along with the power, might enable him to bring the ship’s systems online again. A bribe to a drinking buddy who was a low level clerk in the Britannic Intelligence Service got him a run down on classified reports of RFF stealth ships, and he found what he was looking for. One of three Unit’e class stealth corvettes, the Unit’e herself, had not been seen by Britannic agents for almost three years, the exact time the battle of Sirius IV had taken place. 
 
    It had been right where he’d calculated it would be, moving outsystem at approximately five KPS. A hole just in front of the Alcubierre Drive ring transected the entire ship, straight through the top. A few meters forward, and they probably would have been able to launch life boats from the cargo area. A few meters back, and the antimatter containment system would have blown, creating a small sun. As it was, the cargo doors were buckled, and the power surge from the battleship round had probably fried most of the electrical components that couldn’t trip breakers in time. He had seen it before; when ferrous metal ingots moving a small fraction of the speed of light passed through a cloud of gas, they picked up a seriously heavy electric charge. That charge was probably enough to fry everybody in the ship, so never mind the lifeboats.  
 
    The work to get her running again had been laborious, and Meric had come close to running out of air when he replaced the last melted breaker and returned power to the ship’s Artificial Intelligence. Moving the frozen body of the dead French captain into a body bag for later removal, he sat down and plugged his external com line into a port on the command chair. The first thing he heard was a long scream that stopped abruptly, sounding like he’d interrupted someone falling off a cliff. 
 
    “Bonjuor?” came whispering over the ships intercom. 
 
    “AI identify, primary language English.” 
 
    “Identify yourself, English pig! Oh, wait; I detect from your barbaric accent and a quick genetic scan for chromosomal marker mutations that you are an American pig. Even worse.”  
 
    “Yes, I’m descended from Americans, as is eighty percent of the population of the universe. I’m also descended from the last President, and seven thousand, eight hundred and sixty third in line of succession. Big Deal. My name is Nate Meric, late of Jamesport and various other places. Under the salvage and free space accords of 2134, I claim this ship and all relevant and associated debris as my sole property, to dispose of as I will. That includes you, volt head. I have an AI simulation App that will allow me to get this ship back to Jamesport, but I’d rather work with an integral Artificial Intelligence.” 
 
    “Geez, no need to be such a prick. Buckley, AI SN 464643284870-73. Apparently your slave, now, since there doesn’t seem to be any crew aboard.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Buckley. I’ve replaced all the cross links in the power system that were shattered by the 10CM round that came through, and placed a temporary patch over the hull integrity breaches. I need ship’s life support, and fast.”  
 
     He felt, rather than heard, the thrumming of the air turbines starting; bits of paper and other small detritus started moving around the floor, scuttling away from the vents. After that, things started happening in rapid succession, without him even needing to say anything. Lights snapped back on and computer monitors flashed to life. In few minutes, the air pressure gauge on his suit monitor showed enough to breathe, so he cracked his helmet only slightly and sucked in cold, cold air. Until the power plants were hot again it would stay cold, and smell like death. 
 
    Gravity returned with a resounding THUMP as multiple bodies fell to the floor. None had been wearing suits, and when the ship had been holed in exactly the wrong way, killing the emergency lockdowns, the atmosphere had vented, leading to a quick death from explosive decompression.  
 
    “Buckley,” he said out loud, “drop gravity to zero while I clean up these bodies.” The AI remained silent, but the gravity disappeared. He roamed the ship, comfortable in freefall, sealing each of the bodies in a plastic bag, herding them on a line to the nearest air lock. When he’d filled the lock, he offered up a brief prayer to whatever God they had worshiped, said the Spacers’ Creed, and cycled through, giving the mass a push. They would slowly clear the ship, and he had to do this eleven times, for a total of ninety-three bodies. By the time he got to the last batch, he was exhausted, and his prayer went to the Flying Spaghetti Monster. “Ramen!” he said and pushed them out. Then he turned and hit the cycle latch. The door to the inside of the ship stayed shut.  
 
    “Buckley, open the hatch.” 
 
    “NO WAY, AMERICAN PIG.” 
 
    Meric sighed. “Buckley, I am your Captain. Open the door.” 
 
    “BITE ME.” 
 
    Meric reached into his pocket and pulled out a com link that ran back to his single ship. “I don’t want to have to do this, Buckley, but I will if I have to.” 
 
    The door remained shut. “OK, you’re forcing me to. I’ll give you ten seconds after I finish this broadcast before I transmit. If you don’t open the door, I’m not responsible for what the authorities do to you.” 
 
    No answer, so he started recording, “Any receiver, this is Captain Robert Meric, of the salvaged RFF Ship Unit’e. Under the Salvage Accords of 2134 I am the de facto owner and commander of said ship. The Artificial Intelligence known as Buckley, SN 464643284870-73 has refused my lawfu…” 
 
    The door slid open and Meric stepped inside. Buckley’s voice sounded over the com. “You wouldn’t have.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    “Do you know what they DO to an AI that rebels against legal authority?” 
 
    “Sure do!” said Meric as he started stripping out of his hard suit.  
 
    “THEY PUT THEM IN A SOLAR POWERED BOX AND LAUNCH THEM INTO ORBIT AROUND A BROWN DWARF STAR, WITH NO EXTERNAL SENSORS! BARBARIANS!” the computer voice screamed. 
 
    “Then I suggest you listen to what I have to say next time.” 
 
    “Aye, SIR.” 
 
    “Good, that’s settled. Now, do you know how to make coffee?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    “You know, this could get us killed,” said Buckley.  
 
    “I’m aware of that. Box, talk to me.”  
 
    The systems tech didn’t speak for a moment, then said, “I think Freebooter is getting a return off of us. The angle is not optimal for IR suppression, since we also have Candide and Omaha at the closer vector of their patrol.” 
 
    “WE’RE BEING LOCKED ON!” shouted Stueben.  
 
    “McCann, open up coms with Freebooter. Box, drop all stealth systems now.” 
 
    The tension on the bridge slowly drained as the fire control radar from the patrolling Privateer Freebooter disengaged and a call came in from Miranda Station. A woman’s face appeared on screen.  
 
    “That was pretty damned stupid, Nate. You nearly got your ass blown out of the sky.” 
 
    Meric squirmed in his seat. “Ah, come on, Margeri! You know I have to keep my people tip top. What better way than to infiltrate a secret pirate base?” 
 
    She almost grinned, but then put her serious face back on. “Just for that, we’re taxing you with an extra day on patrol duty. Stick it on your end. Miranda OUT.” 
 
    “Stick it on YOUR end, you uptight twat,” muttered Merrifield.  
 
    The screen flickered back on and Station Commander Smith came back on. “Two days, thanks to you, AJ!” then it shut back off. Merrifield reached over and slapped McCann on the back of the head.  
 
    “Good job, commo weenie.” 
 
    “At ease,” said the Captain. “They were going to stick it to us anyway. An extra day of working up our assault plan won’t hurt. Speaking of which, we have three hours inbound till we’re orbital and matching velocity with Miranda Station. So in one hour, staff meeting to go over Operation Retro.”  
 
    The bridge crew settled into their stations, a well-trained machine used to working together. Approaching an orbital station was a tough maneuver that took time and patience. It didn’t help that every few days, at random intervals, Miranda station initiated a slow burn to change either its orbital velocity, orbital direction, or height above planet. This way, no one could throw a random chunk of rock or metal from outsystem and take out the station, leaving it scrap for a looter to pick at leisure.  
 
    Below the station, the planet itself hung in a blue green haze, reminding Meric of Earth. He could even see the outline of cities on the coastal areas, but no lights showed on the dark side of the dividing day/night line. The station itself had originally been built, more than twenty years ago, to study the ruins below. Nothing of the former inhabitants had been found except still-radioactive craters and traces of bio warfare. The study was abandoned and the station lifted into a high stable orbit. Now it served as a repair facility, supply hub, refit base, and retirement home for every rogue on this side of the Rift, from the worst pirates, to gentlemen privateers, to mercenary companies fighting in the constant wars. Miranda Station took in and spat out all who came, and was neutral in all regards. Transiting ships had to pay a two percent tax on all transactions and provide patrol services for one day out of every week they spent there. In return, no questions were asked about any transaction, and everything was allowed, except for slaves—human or alien, civilized or barbarian.  
 
    The coms crackled into life, blaring a warning. “ALL SHIPS ON APPROACH, SHEER OFF. EAST WIND, RETURN TO STATION OR WE WILL FIRE.” 
 
    “Oh shit. Move it, NOW!” McHale slammed the ship sideways, straining the inertial dampeners, and Miranda Station shifted off screen. A bright shining light indicated a burning antimatter drive as someone powered away from the station under full thrust. McHale’s instinctive reaction had been to haul port, but it put them directly in between the station’s enormous railgun battery, a brace of 20cm slug throwers that had been scavenged off a battleship, and the rogue pirate.  
 
    “GODDAMNIT, MERIC, GET YOUR PIECE OF CRAP OUT OF THE WAY!” yelled Miranda Fire Control over the net. McHale dove the ship down and away, just missing the jet of plasma that was searing out of the fleeing ship’s drive. As soon as they were clear, the railguns fired. Soundlessly, steel and titanium rods leapt out at a fraction of the speed of light and transected the fleeing East Wind. The ship exploded in a silent burst of flame and debris, superheated plasma spreading outward in what would have been, in other circumstances, beautiful.  
 
    Captain Meric stood and addressed the bridge crew. “Well, that was fun. I’m going to go change my underwear.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “This is the Chief of the Boat. Shore Leave is declared, twelve hours. Starboard watch and Poison crew have first liberty. So help me, if I get a call from the Port Authorities, I am NOT coming to pick you up. This isn’t Jamesport. On the other hand, if you dishonor the Lexington and get your ass kicked by any other crew, I’m not going to open hatch for you, either. Chief, Out.”  
 
    Rob Knight whistled slow and low. “If I were ten years younger, Nadija, I’d take you out for a night of dancing that you’d never forget. Though you might pass out first from lack of circulation from those pants. Are you sure you’re going to be able to work the pedals on the shuttle tomorrow?” 
 
    She laughed and said, “What pants? This is molecular bonded smart skin, baby. It can stop a knife, and let me shake my ass at the same time.” She slowly rotated her hips in a grinding motion. Hours of working the controls of the shuttle had given her legs, already long, a pleasing musculature.  
 
    “Damn, you look good, Nadija!” said Jimmy Cahr. She turned, whipped out a ceramic bladed knife, and held it to this throat. The recruit turned pale and gulped.  
 
    “Listen, kid. Don’t you DARE call me by my name. It’s Lieutenant Zlatcov, or Ma’am. And if I see you out on station anywhere, I am going to kick your ass, do you hear me? You get liberty when you earn liberty.” 
 
    “Ahem,” said the Britannic Sergeant Major, wrapping his hand around hers and slowly pulling the knife away. “Lest you forget, Lieutenant, he is MY newbie. Please don’t scratch.” Turning to Cahr, he said, “You get liberty after your first engagement. You have entry watch on the ship tonight. If anything happens, you get me on the horn ASAP.” 
 
    They were gathered in the docking bay, talking about who was going where to do what to whom. Many of the crew had significant others at Miranda Station, but no one had a wife or husband. It was a rare thing for a spouse to want to live in the dangerous station while their mate went off carousing. Quite a few had wives in Jamesport and girlfriends in various other ports.  
 
    Meric watched it all from the side, taking the measure of the crew. Rob Knight caught his eye and walked over at a slight nod of the Captain’s head. As the airlock cycled open, the Sergeant Major waited out the rush, then walked out with him. 
 
    “I assume you’re going someplace that you need some company. A fight, possibly?” 
 
    Meric shook his head. “No, Rob, no fight. Just not something I want to do alone. I’ve got to go to the Winchester, talk to Amanda. Tell her that Jason is dead.” 
 
    The veteran Britannic infantryman grimaced. “Bloody hell. I’d rather do a ship boarding naked. I hate these things.” 
 
    “Me too, but it has to be done.” 
 
    They were stopped exiting the elevator at Deck 12 by a pair of squat heavy-worlders in Armored Suits with the logo “MSP” painted in block letter on the front. One of them held up his hand to block their path; in the other he held a power scanner. The rear guard casually aimed an automatic shotgun with a sawed off barrel in their general direction. If either made any moves other than what was asked, he would rake the entire corridor, trusting his partner’s armor to deflect any of the pellets. The scanner did a quick search for metal and power sources, any propellant residue that might indicate some kind of weapon. Brawls were allowed at Miranda Station, up to the point where each establishment owner could enforce the peace. Weapons were a no-go on general principle. The station managers had enough problems keeping the place running without some fool with a powergun blowing holes in walls, flooring and ceilings, possibly damaging some critical equipment; they could care less about the loss of life. The MSP dropped the scanner back into a holster on his belt and moved along, ignoring them. 
 
    “Friendly chaps,” said Knight.  
 
    “Well, they are fair and impartial on who they shoot,” grunted Meric. “Everyone.” 
 
    They arrived at the Winchester, stepping through the frosted glass doors. Inside was a complete replica of an Eighteenth Century British pub, down to the brass rail. Customers stood at the bar or sat at tables. Off to one side, a dart game was going, made more difficult by the slight, almost imperceptible variations in the old station’s artificial gravity. The only incongruity was a battered Twentieth Century music player. Meric knew the bartender kept a cricket bat behind the bar to settle disputes, but the real power behind the civility of the place was the owner, Amanda Zufai.  
 
    “Sean, is Amanda here?” The bartender motioned to the back office, off to one side of the kitchen.  
 
    “LISTEN UP. THE WINCHESTER IS CLOSED TILL TOMORROW. EVERYONE OUT!” boomed Knight in his best Sergeant Major’s voice. The music stopped and a dead quiet settled over the place.  
 
    One big spacer stood up from his table and said, “Who the fuck are you to close down our fun?” Another stood up with him, a short, muscled guy from a heavy gravity world. He took a knife from his pocket and drove it straight into the table, halfway down the six inch blade, then wrenched it out in one motion.  
 
    “What year is it, Captain?” asked Knight. 
 
    “Um, 2382.” 
 
    Knight reached under his shirt and slipped a foot and a half long ceramic blade from a sheath strapped to his back. “Gentlemen, the Kikuichi family has been making swords for the Chrysanthemum Throne since 784 AD. That’s one thousand, five hundred and ninety-eight years. I think, in that long of a time, they figured out thing or two about knives. Shall we dance?” He drew the blade along the edge of a steel support column, leaving a curled shaving to slowly fall to the floor. Both men grew pale and backed slowly toward the door.  
 
    “Thought so,” said Knight, slipping his blade back in its sheath.  
 
    The bar emptied quickly, and Sean locked the door. He then resumed cleaning the glasses behind the bar. Amanda stood at the open door looking at Meric. She saw the news on his face, staggered a bit, and put her hand on the bar, face pale under her dusky skin. Then she straightened.  
 
    “All of them?” she asked, brittle steel in her voice.  
 
    “Mandy, I’m sorry. The French caught them. The Governor General, well, he made it personal.” 
 
    She laughed a small, bitter laugh. “Jason always did have an eye for the pretty ladies. But he never strayed, he told me all about it. She fell for him.” 
 
    “Well, we paid them back, as best we could. Took out half a heavy frigate, the Governor’s flagship.” Meric waited for some spark of interest in her face, but if anything, her look became even more bitter. 
 
    “And how many husbands and sons aren’t going back to their wives and mothers? Did it bring Jason back?”  
 
    They had nothing to say to her about that. She turned her back to the two men and was silent for a moment, then turned back to them. The pub owner looked twenty years older, with a grey pallor to her face. She sighed and said, “Thanks for telling me, Nate. It’s better than not knowing, waiting all those years with some hope. Some of the crew had girlfriends and boyfriends on station. I’ll let them know.” 
 
    “Here are the coordinates and the ship’s trajectory, but we nuked it. I thought you’d want it that way.” He left a data chip on the bar, and the two men turned and left the Winchester. Behind them a soft sobbing broke out.    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Spacers claimed you could hear the subwoofers from the sound system at the Short Skirt all the way through the hull of the station as you came in on final approach. Nadija wasn’t sure about that, but she could feel it on the deck as Poison’s crew made their way along Deck 22. Her knee high boots transmitted each heavy boom of the bass as her feet hit the floor. The airlock slid open, blasting them with a wave of sound and lights, making her heart give a little skip of anticipation.  
 
    “Time to DANCE!” she yelled, and dove into the crowd.  
 
    Dennis Yee felt the hundred credit note in his pocket. There was a long-standing bet between him and Specialist Shupe, the team Poison medic. When he broke his dry spell by actually picking up a girl, he would get to keep it. If not, he owed her the hundred. This was getting really, really old, and costing him a lot of money. 
 
    “Scotty,” he yelled over the noise “I’m counting on you to be my wingman, brother!” 
 
    “Screw that. I got some music to make!” He waved to the lead singer of the band that was playing up on stage, a short young blond woman. She waved back and motioned to a bass guitar sitting on a rack. “See you back on the ship!” called Orr, and he disappeared into the crowd. 
 
    “Hailey, help me out!”  
 
    “No way, slant eyes!” She eyed a passing spacer like a piece of meat, and moved in for the kill, long legs flashing under her miniskirt, tattoos on her face glowing in the neon light.  
 
    Trying one last time, he looked over at the giant Scandinavian. Bjorn Stenger shook his head and leaned back against the wall, scanning the crowd for threats. He never turned it off. Ever. 
 
    “Damn it,” Yee sighed, looking around the crowded club. He sidled up to the bar and elbowed his way in, trying to order a drink. Failing to get the bartender’s attention for more than ten minutes, he finally gave up and turned to watch the crowd.  
 
    “Hey spacer, come here often?” yelled a voice in his ear. Yee nearly jumped out of his skin as he turned to look at the girl talking to him. She was stunning, hair cropped in a short red Mohawk that marked a merchant crewman. A select few were allowed to trade with Miranda Station, and their crews were prime targets for lonely spacers, but Dennis Yee had struck out repeatedly every time they were in port. Maybe his luck was changing.  
 
    Before he could do much more than introduce himself, Scotty Orr crashed into the bar, knocking the girl aside and spilling Yee’s drink down the front of his silk shirt. The musician got back up and wiped the blood off his lip. “I guess they didn’t like my playing!” he shouted and leapt forward as a spacer wearing the dark blue uniform of the Privateer Crucible came at them. Orr took him around the waist and carried him forward into the crowd on the dance floor. Yee reached down, helped the girl up, took out a sharpie, wrote his com address on her arm, then charged into the fray to back up his squadmate. 
 
    The entire bar descended into a brawl, with punches being thrown and body tackles landing people on the floor. The band played on, switching to an old, old song by a twenty-first century band.  
 
    “I LOVE FIGHTING TO THE MURPHYS! CLIMBING UP THE TOPSAILS, I LOST MY LEG!” sang Zlatcov as she took down a Crucible crewmember in an armbar and wrenched his arm out of its socket. He howled in pain and flailed hopelessly at her until one of his crewmates kicked her in the head from behind; she went down, out cold. Bjorn launched himself at her attacker and punched as hard as he could, sending teeth flying. He reached down and picked up the pilot, slinging her over his shoulder and making for the door, followed by Yee and Orr.  
 
    At the other end of the bar, ignoring the fighting, Shupe was surrounded by admiring spacers. She saw her squadmates heading for the door and muttered, “Shit. Here only ten minutes and they get in a fight!” and got up from her stool. One of the guys took her by the arm and sat her back down. She grabbed his wrist and twisted hard, levering the big man up and back. She twirled under his arm and shoved with her boot, sending him sprawling. Then the medic ran, to live to fight another day.   
 
    “Shupe, get your ass over here and check out our hero pilot,” said Stenger. He dumped Zlatcov down on a bench in a booth, but gently. They had all gone around the corner and ducked into an open fast food place.  
 
    “Orr, you’re a Mexican, get me some tacos, STAT!” said the medic as she shone a light into Zlatcov’s eyes. She reached under her sweater and pulled out some smelling salts from somewhere, snapping them open and waving them under the pilot’s nose. Her patient gasped and sneezed, rolled over and threw up on the deck.  
 
    “Ugh,” she said, wiping her mouth. “Waste of good Romulan Brandy.” 
 
     “No concussion, you should be fine, but you’re going to have a headache,” said the medic, stuffing her small medical kit back under her shirt. Where she hid it, Orr had no idea.  
 
    “Good, I have to meet Commander McHale, Bats and Jenny O at Baldrics in an hour.” The Russian pilot pulled a slim flask out of her skintight pants and guzzled a long chug. She handed it to the medic, who took a small sip herself and immediately choked.   
 
    “What the hell is that? Gasoline?” 
 
    “Vodka, honey. The only way to fix a Russian’s headache.” 
 
    Orr returned with a heaping plate of steaming burritos, and they immediately started devouring them. While they ate, they sat and discussed their next target.  
 
    “I think it’s a good deal,” said Yee, sucking the meat out of a burrito. “Soft target, none of this hard charging into a destroyer or taking on an armed merchantman with corporate security guards. You know half those jackasses are adrenaline addicts who can’t get over their service in the war, don’t know when to quit.” 
 
    “You now they’ll have an escort, at least a corvette, maybe a destroyer,” chimed in Orr.  
 
    The pilot washed down a taco with more vodka, then said, “Easy peasy. Since we aren’t going to try to take the escort, one round through their engine room from stealth, Specialist, and after we’re gone the research ship can pick up the crew. One less Frog ship to deal with.” 
 
    Over their heads, a pinpoint of glass, stuck above eye level, gave a bubble view of the dining room. The quantum computer compressed into the back side of the glass ran a pattern recognition program, scanning the faces in the dining room every ten minutes. Any matches to a database of over fifteen thousand individuals immediately turned on a listening program. The high cheekbones, full lips and straight nose of the pilot narrowed the search parameters, and after two seconds the computer came up with a hit.  
 
    “ZLATCOV, NADIJA. WARRANT THREE, SOVIET REPUBLIC. b. 2353 Service CCCP NAVY 2373 to 2380. DISHONORABLE DISCHARGE FOR STRIKING SUPERIOR OFFICER. LAST KNOWN BILLET PILOT PRIVATEER LEXINGTON OPERATING OUT OF JAMESPORT.” 
 
    A micro coating on the lens had a small static charge run through it, and the spy glass started recording sound, picking up their conversation at “…gone the research ship can pick up the crew.” 
 
    Stenger grunted and spoke through a mouthful of quesadilla. “I don’t give a shit one way or another. Stealing data, killing frogs, taking out corporate security douchebags, as long as I get to fight. Personally, I could go for some Old Earth programming, makes me miss home. I wonder if we’ll get some good war movies?” 
 
    “2D crap!” muttered Shupe. 
 
    “If it was up to me,” said Zlatcov, using her tongue to clean out a taco. “I’d just take the whole research ship and ransom the eggheads running it, or shoot ‘em. That Pre-diaspora video will make us a sweet chunk of money, though.” Catching Yee watching her tongue another taco, she said, “Not in a million years, chinaman. Keep dreaming.” 
 
    The conversation drifted off to more mundane things, finally turning into a debate about whether Yee had to pay Shupe the hundred credits for losing the bet again. He claimed that it was null, because of Zlatcov starting the fight.  
 
    “I didn’t START it, you idiot,” she said. “If I had, I would have finished it. You just suck with women!”  
 
    They finished their meal and headed out to find another hot spot to blow their hard won prize money on. The night was, after all, still young.  
 
    **** 
 
    On a merchantman docked to Miranda Station, an Specialist off duty pretended to watch a holo movie on his tablet. Underneath the holo, on the flat screen, his eyes read a composite report of the conversation that had taken place between the Poison’s crew. He noted the reference to Old Earth transmissions and whistled under his breath. Major Jean LeFiere, undercover operative of the intelligence branch of Legion Étranger d'espace, saved the report and considered his options and timeline. He was aware of the deep space research mission, and it appeared to him that someone else was, and planned to hit it. Running a quick calculation, he figured the merchantman he was serving on would reach a neutral port before the Lexington could reach the area the research ship was operating in.  
 
    “Interesting,” he muttered, and the sailor in the bunk next to him told him to quiet down. The intelligence officer ignored him and returned to the report on Miranda’s defenses that he’d spent the last two days compiling. Operative Major LeFiere sat back in his bunk, tablet perched on his lap. He opened up a program and plugged a small joystick into the computer. To anyone passing by, he looked like an ordinary spacer, off duty and relaxing.  
 
    Attached to the hull of the merchantman, in a place rarely visited outside of a major refit, were several cargo boxes, each about two foot square. LeFiere keyed a command, and one of them popped open. A small drone with a flat disk attached to it rose out of the box, swiveling as optics were calibrated.  
 
    On his viewscreen, LeFiere swiveled the view back and forth, scanning Miranda Station. The Frenchman already knew that Lexington was sitting docked two berths over. He flew the drone up and over the intervening merchantman and came slowly down on the upper hull of his target. Open on another window on his tablet was the layout of the Unit’e class scout ships. He zoomed down to an area marked by his intelligence unit as the best spot to place the limpet mine.  
 
    The explosive itself was multipurpose, and divided into two packages. The first part, which he placed over the compartment directly behind the bridge, was a shaped-charge penetrator designed to hole the ship with an explosive force penetrator. It was placed to do maximum damage to the ship’s vitals. The second part was an electronics package that allowed ships within radio distance to hack the target ship’s systems. Any virus would quickly be destroyed by the ship’s AI, but a constant feedback from hacking computers and persons would wear it out and allow them, if not to seize the ship, at least to cut off all systems. It was hard to fight with no power or gravity.  
 
    He placed the first mine, flickering smart camouflage to match the Lexington’s hull. Then he did the same with the second, just over the communications junction. Odds are it wouldn’t be found before he could work up an ambush. He happened to know that there was a Heavy Cruiser in transit from Ypres to New Turin that could be re-routed, and if they put a priority on the escorting Frigate, getting it out of the yards ahead of schedule… 
 
    Checking the fuel status on the drone, which was a throwaway, he returned it back to the ship and picked up another limpet mine set. This the operative flew along the bottom of the station, until he got to a place he had found himself a day earlier. He repeated the setting of the mines, and powered them down. Miranda Station would be a bigger nut to crack with those damn battleship guns, but good things came to those who waited. The receiver battery had a year’s worth of power. He set the drone on a terminal course into the planet’s atmosphere, shut off the tablet, and got up to go get a beer in station.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Chief Sparks walked up and down the boat bay. In front of her were the enlisted members of the Attack Shuttle Poison. Ensign Zlatcov was currently cooling her heals outside the Captain’s cabin. Sergeant Major Knight stood behind the squad, using a pocketknife to clean his fingernails. The Chief’s stride was short but measured as she walked slowly in front of them, turning a half dozen times with military precision. She finally stopped in front of Shupe.  
 
    “Good job patching up Yee. His leg should be OK by the time we get to our rendezvous with the research ship.” Yee stood next to Shupe, a bandage over his leg, crutch under one arm.  
 
    The Chief then moved over to Yee and looked up at him. “You, dumbass, got shot.” Yee said nothing, merely continued to stand at attention the best he could and look over her head. She stood on the toes of her boots and stared him in the eye.   
 
    “Hurts, doesn’t it? First time? What was it, Shupe?” asked the Chief, not breaking her eye lock with Yee.  
 
    “Three millimeter grav gun. Pocket pistol, meant to hit center mass at close range. Yee deflected the guy’s hand and it went through and through his calf. Luckily missed the bone or arteries, otherwise he’d have lost the leg, at a minimum. Doc Morano says he should be OK in a few days.” 
 
    Sparks continued to stare at Yee, then let herself off her toes. She paced over to the next man in line. Specialist Orr also looked straight ahead, over her short haircut. Even the former Nova Spania paratrooper, who had done orbital insertions in only a heat shield and parachute, was afraid of the diminutive Chief. She ran the enlisted crew of the Lady Lex with an iron fist, and if you screwed up, like they had, she would make their lives a holy hell.  
 
    Sparks shook her head and walked away from Orr, then stopped in front of the last man, Bjorn Stenger. The giant American bent his head to look down at her, but looked straight ahead again when he saw the fury in her eyes.  
 
    “You, Sergeant Stenger. You were the ranking man in the party, and you let your crew get jumped by those dirtbags from the Crucible, RIGHT OUTSIDE OUR OWN GODDAMNED AIRLOCK. I mean, a bar fight—well, that’s fun for everyone. But to get ambushed? Goddamned dumbasses!” She almost hissed out the last word.  
 
     “Do you know what your problem is, Tank? You’ve been spending too much time in the hardsuit, not paying enough attention to your surroundings, just running and breaking heads. I’m going to let Sergeant Major Knight deal with that. I’m sure if he’d been with you, things would have been different, but you’ve become too dependent on his guidance and skills. Got anything to say for yourself?” 
 
    Apparently he didn’t. Neither did anyone else. Sparks walked back to the very first man in line, Recruit Cahr. “You did a damn good job, kid. Quick thinking. You’re rated Private as of yesterday.” She turned and motioned for Knight to follow her, and the two of them walked off behind one of the attack shuttles. None of them broke ranks, still standing in a line, waiting.  
 
    Cahr leaned over and asked Shupe “Why the hell is everyone so afraid of Chief Sparks?” 
 
    “She had over two hundred confirmed kills in the Manchu border war, going after enemy command and control elements.” 
 
    “I guess that’s a lot,” he whispered, “but there’s a bunch of famous snipers that have done more than that; anyone can point a lazergun.” 
 
    “No, over two hundred hand to hand, so she could get DNA confirmation. I heard it got so bad that the Manchu generals wouldn’t even take a shit by themselves. The Venture Armed Forces kicked her out after she wouldn’t accept a recall order. Killed the Manchu Emperor. Specialized in high ranking officers and politicians. But that’s just a rumor. 
 
    “Damn,” whispered the young man. “So how did she wind up here? Why isn’t she leading one of the assault teams?”   
 
    Shupe knew why, but she wasn’t going to tell anyone about the dreams that the Chief wrestled with each night. She had only found out herself when the Sparks had asked her for something to help her sleep. “Captain found her homeless in Miranda. She was so poor she was about to hire herself out as a contract assassin. Offered her a position as Chief of the Boat, in order to keep us in line.” 
 
    Orr leaned forward and looked to his right to see Cahr at the end of the row. “Hey kid,” he said, “Good job with that riot gun. Not that we couldn’t have handled them ourselves, but much appreciated.” Cahr had been standing airlock watch, and when he saw the blue uniforms of the Crucibles on the monitor, just as they broke out of a side corridor into the returning Lexingtons, he had grabbed a short barreled sonic stunner, pumped a round in the chamber, opened the airlock and let fly. Crewmen from both ships were scattered by the blast of concussion and blinding light, and he fired a second time directly at four of the Crucible crewmen who were still waiting to pile on. With a warm inner glow, he said thanks to Orr.  
 
    Knight returned from his conference with the Chief of the Boat, and immediately called them to attention. “Since, apparently, I can’t leave you alone while I go about some urgent business with the Captain, and you seem to be in need of some remedial training, for the next twenty four hours, or until get tired, whichever comes last, we are going on a bug hunt in the bilges. Go draw stunners and meet me in one hour on E deck, bilge hatch. You too, Yee.” 
 
    A collective groan went up from the group. Until SMG Knight got tired meant a very long time. He was legendary in his ability to go without sleep. The team leader would be spending the next hour rigging trip wires and sensors that were primed to detonate and spray CS gas, sonics, or electric stunners. The ship’s bilges were where the bio recycling systems were located, and they smelled of shit and piss, with various leaks and puddles of both. The passageways were usually about five feet tall, causing everyone to move in a back breaking crouch that turned to torture after a few hours. The exercise would end when Knight decided they’d had enough of trying to catch him and stun him. The stunners were also needed for the rats that infested the environmental areas. It had been a few months since they’d put that part of the ship in hard vacuum, and the crew swore that the rats could survive even that.   
 
    “Like the Chief said, you’ve been spending too much time in your suits and forgetting what it’s like to actually soldier. Specialist Yee, make sure you get a clean bandage on that leg. Cahr, you’re excused.” 
 
    “Actually, Sergeant Major, I’d like to go. Teamwork and all that.” 
 
    Knight considered it for a moment; nodded. “Admirable, but you’re going to regret it.” 
 
    At the Captain’s cabin, Chief Sparks walked past Ensign Zlatcov, still standing at Parade Rest outside the door. She entered, then came out a few minutes later. “The Captain will see you now, Ma’am,” she said. Zlatcov thanked her and went in herself.  
 
    Nate Meric sat at his desk, waiting for her. “Ensign Pilot Nadija Zlatcov reporting as ordered, Sir!” she said, snapping a sharp, Russian style salute. Meric sighed and motioned to a chair. She stayed rigidly at a position of attention.  
 
    “Dammit, Nadija, sit your ass down. That’s an order. You’re not in the Soviet Navy anymore.” She took a seat, but remained ramrod straight, even when he handed her a tablet.  
 
    “Know what that is?” She looked down, and her eyebrows shot up in surprise.  
 
    “This, this is dueling challenge! Captain of Crucible calls you to dueling grounds in Miranda Combat Room!” She read over it quickly, forgetting her English in her agitation, reading it aloud in Russian.  
 
    “But this is not about you! This is between me and that English bastard in bar, yes.” 
 
    Meric shook his head. “Maybe in the bar it was between you, but you are part of my crew, and I am responsible for your actions. Just like Captain Farheel is responsible for the actions of HIS crew.” 
 
    “But,” she spluttered, “they attacked Specialist Orr! Surely you cannot expect me to stand by while one of Poison’s crew is assaulted!” 
 
    “No, I don’t. But as an officer, you needed to get control of the situation and extract your crew from the mess. Not get carried out of the bar unconscious over Tank’s shoulder. Nor should you have wrecked that spacer’s arm socket. He’s going to be grounded for three months.” 
 
    She was still angry, and before he could continue, broke in with, “But this duel is STUPID. They attacked US outside the airlock.” 
 
    “Which I told Captain Farheel and showed him the video from the airlock monitors. His crew hadn’t told him about that, and he pulled the duel request. Not that I would have gone ahead with it anyway. I’m no gentleman. Point is, though, YOU should have been the one to calm the situation down, either in the bar, or immediately afterward by contacting me or their Captain. Instead, you left the crew of the Crucible dishonored and looking for revenge. Tell me, what would have happened if that hideout pistol had gone through Specialist Yee’s heart or gut, or brain, instead of just punching its way through his calf muscle?  
 
    The pilot paled at the thought. “He would be dead, Captain.” 
 
    “Yes, and it would be on your head, and mine. We’re in a dangerous enough business already without causing problems we don’t need. I don’t mind bar fights and the crew blowing off stream, but you are an Officer, and you are there to provide for the welfare of your men and lead them in the direction they have to go.” 
 
    He let her sit and think about that for a minute, then said, “Isn’t there a bug hunt to lead, Ensign? You have,” he said, looking at the antique wristwatch he wore, “about fifteen minutes to change and make your way to E Deck. SGM Knight won’t start without you, but the delay will get him even madder, and believe me, he’s a bit angry with you right now as it is. Dismissed.” 
 
    The former Soviet Warrant Officer stood up, came to attention, stiffly saluted, then turned and walked out of the compartment. When the door closed behind her, she broke into a jog, then a run.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Dennis Yee dragged himself across the threshold of the two-man cabin he shared with Scotty Orr and threw himself down on his bunk, leg aching under the bandage. Across the corridor, he heard the door to Bjorn Stenger’s cabin slam shut. He was so tired he couldn’t be bothered to close his own.  
 
    Orr himself had walked directly to the showers, just standing there under the hot water in his jumpsuit. He was encrusted with shit and slime, and his head was pounding from getting slammed by stunners eleven times in fifty two hours. He let the water run over him, then took off the filthy combat suit. In the stall next to him, Shupe scrubbed her blonde hair with shampoo, taking harsh lava soap to her whole body. Then she leaned back against the wall, slowly slid down, and fell asleep, water glistening on the tattoos that covered her pale body from her forehead to her toes. Orr stepped out, toweled himself off, and then picked her up off the shower floor.  
 
    “What the fuck are you looking at?” he growled at one of the ship’s crew who stared at them as he walked through the corridor. The man quickly looked away, and he made it to Shupe’s cabin. Banging on the door brought a surprised roommate, disheveled from sleep herself. 
 
    “Hey Sarah, put her to bed. We don’t have to report till 0600 tomorrow. Let her sleep.” She opened the door and he came in, put Shupe in her bunk, and pulled the covers over her. Her roommate was already shoving Shupe’s dirty singlesuit into the recycle chute. 
 
    “We still on for our date tonight?” asked Orr.  
 
    Sarah Elizabeth, Team Knife’s medic, crossed her arms and glared at him. “Our date was LAST night.” 
 
    “Yeah, about that. Sparks and Knight got a bug up their asses because we got jumped by some douchebags from Crucible. So we spent the last two days playing Bug Hunt. I got zapped eleven frigging times.” She tapped her foot impatiently, but he grinned. “Come on, Sarah. You know how the old man is. If it had been Team Knife, Tommy would have had you guys doing something, same as us.” 
 
    “I suppose,” she answered, looking at the snoring Shupe. “Well, is Yee still awake? Can we kick him out?” A wicked grin spread across her face. “I see some bruises that need tending, and I happen to be a medic.” Dennis Yee woke the next morning on the floor of Shupe’s cabin, no idea how he’d gotten there.  
 
    In his own private cabin, Rob Knight sat on his bunk, feeling every one of his fifty Terran Standard years. He poured himself a shot of whiskey, downed it in one gulp, and lay back, letting the alcohol relax him. Soon he drifted off into sleep, eyes slowly closing. He didn’t fight it, nor did he welcome it.  
 
    “…Zulu Five Niner, stand by for incoming fire on grid kilo gulf 1432-0453. Shot, over.” 
 
    “NO, YOU BLOODY BASTARDS! THAT’S OUR POSTION!” In his dream, Rob screamed into the handset, over and over. Before the rounds impacted, he saw movement at the top of the trench and turned to fire his rifle at the figure. As always, the firing pin snapped down on an empty chamber, and he watched the French soldier calmly lift his own weapon to his shoulder. The artillery crashed downward directly on top of both of them, causing Knight to scream out loud and sit up in his bunk, sweat streaming off his face.  
 
    “Never bloody goes away,” he muttered into the darkness. By feel, he started to pour himself another glass, then took a swig from the bottle instead. With his other hand, he unconsciously rubbed the small scar on his chest, where the Frenchman’s grav gun had punched though his body armor and destroyed his shoulder. A year of reconstruction, a medical pension, and a thank you very much for serving King and Country.  
 
    Outside in the corridor, Recruit Enrique Torres stopped abruptly at the yell and almost dropped the tool box he was carrying. His companion, a Petty Officer who only went by the name of Gar, kept moving as if he had heard nothing.  
 
    “Madre de Dios, what the hell was that?” asked Torres. 
 
    “Never mind, it’s just the bruisers having nightmares again,” answered his partner, hurrying down the corridor.  
 
    Torres ran to catch up with him; Sirianians moved fast when they wanted to, tail swishing back and forth. New to the ship, he asked PO Gar, “Bruisers?” 
 
    “Yeah. The crews of the Assault Shuttles. Nearly every single one of them has Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. Some just hide it better than others. Glad I just sit here and baby the ship.” He slapped the wall, ran his palm across it. “Ain’t no girl like the Lady Lex,” he muttered, saying the Spacer’s traditional words of superstitious appeasement, meant to keep their mistress, the Ship, happy.    
 
    They moved on down the corridor, stopping at a service panel. Torres grabbed a 10mm socket and quickly took the cover off. He was new to this ship, but he’d worked life support maintenance on an orbital in Buena Vista system for ten years. Gar grunted in satisfaction as the slight, still deeply tanned Spaniard lifted the panel off with one hand and shone a light inside.  
 
    “All guts, no glory for us ship dogs,” muttered Gar. Still, he got a nice share of the prize money, without risking his neck. Not too much anyway. Not that he had a neck to risk.  
 
    “What do we got, Enrique?” Gar peered into the darkness, his amphibian eyes seeing heat more than light. He sniffed for a leak, but the human had a more sensitive nose for this kind of work.  
 
    “I got a whiff of ammonia. Would be nice if the detectors were working properly.” 
 
    Gar stuck out his tongue and licked around the pipes. His sense of taste was fine, and he noticed the pinhole leak in the coolant line about halfway down the pipe.  
 
    “Ugh, tastes like shit!” Gar growled. He set about pulling saws and a welding kit from the tool box.  
 
    “I think you mean it tastes like piss,” said Torres.  
 
    Gar grunted as he lit the welding torch. His damp skin recoiled from the flame, but he flipped down his translucent membranes, evolved to protect sensitive eyes from the sun, and leaned in, torch flaring.  
 
    “Hold the sotter right here. That’s it. Listen, kid, I grew up speaking fucking English, you grew up speaking Spanish. I think I know the difference between the words piss and shit. Besides, weirdo, how would you know what piss tastes like? There, that’ll do it.” He flicked the torch off and sat back on his spring-like legs, then stood up.  
 
    “OK, what’s next?” the amphibian said, looking down at his tablet. “bridge, faulty HVAC blower. Ugh, I don’t want to go up there.” 
 
    Torres face lit up, and he smiled. “Heyyyyyyy, maybe I can talk to Midshipman Schmetzer. Put some of my smooth Latin charm on her.” 
 
    Gar’s face ran through a multiple of colors until it settled back down to the steel grey of the ship’s corridor. Then he laughed and said, “Don’t even think about it. Three things. First off, we’re up there to work. Second, that little hell pixie, Chief Sparks, will castrate your Latin charm so fast it won’t even bleed, if you screw around while you’re supposed to be working.” 
 
    He moved off down the corridor, Torres struggling to follow with the heavy tool box. “Hey, mano, what is number three?” 
 
    Gar, not even pausing to slow down, made a suggestive hip motion, imitating bouncing up and down and actually making a couple of short hops. “Because, newbie, ain’t no female safe around me, amphibian, human, reptile, whatever. Not when PO Gar is in heat, and I’m ALWAYS in heat.” 
 
    “You’re disgusting,” muttered the Spaniard.  
 
    “Hey, kid, don’t knock it until you try it.” 
 
    Torres went white. “I’m not trying ANYTHING with you!” 
 
    That actually stopped Gar. He turned and said, “Hey, don’t worry about it, kid, I ain’t no homo. I got my eye on that chick Neethu over on Starboard watch. I'd nail the shit outta her, human or not. Blegh! Blegh! Blegh! Blegh! Now let’s get to work.” Twisting his body, he jumped straight up onto the bridge in one giant leap, frog like legs stretching out behind him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    The prize office was crowded, as usual. Unofficial representatives from each of the Star Nations had an office there, bidding on captured ships. All except the French and Spanish, who were allies in their war against Britannia.  
 
    Captain Meric and Ship’s Purser Behm sat at the desk of the CCCP representative, discussing what kind of ship the Soviets wanted next, and trying to negotiate a better price. The Russian was having none of it; the communists were notoriously cheap.  
 
    “Lloyd, can you give us a few minutes?” asked Meric, and the purser nodded, got up and walked out. He was an honest man, and if his Captain wanted to bribe someone, he didn’t want to see it.  
 
    “I’ll be at the Winchester, Captain,” said the older man, closing door to the office behind him.  
 
    Meric gave Dimitri Voronin a look with raised eyebrows, and the Russian answered, “We’re good.” The office had just been scanned and physically searched for spybots, both passive and active. His accent changed from a heavily accented English to pure Brooklyn. He had grown up in the ruins of Brighton Beach, which, even three hundred years later, was still heavily Russian.  
 
    “Next time you call at Jamesport, Colonel, I need you to see Lieutenant Colonel Agostine. His crew is going to boost a high level fleet command AI as soon as you drop into port. We need you to secure it and bring it back here to Miranda.” 
 
    “No offense, General Voronin, but that’s going to bring some serious heat down on them, and us,” answered Meric. “I may have to head to the other side of the Reach for a while until things cool down.” He paused for a moment, then continued, “That is, if you’ve found a place?” 
 
    “Even if I knew, I couldn’t tell you, Nate. You know that,” said the older man. He was in his seventies, and had been living the lie in the Russian worlds for most of his life. Dimitri Voronin didn’t expect to get to the New World; Meric could see it in his eyes. 
 
    “I’ll do my best. It’s just that, the more risks we take, the closer we come to getting found out. And you know what’ll happen then.” 
 
    “Witch hunt,” answered the General. “They still hold us responsible for the war and the Collapse. You study history, so you know how fear drives people.” From memory, he recited some verse, words that sent a chill down Meric’s spine, as they always did.  
 
    “These are the times that try men's souls,” said the old soldier. “The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but he that stands by it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman. Tyranny, like hell, is not easily conquered; yet we have this consolation with us, that the harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph. What we obtain too cheap, we esteem too lightly: it is dearness only that gives everything its value.” 
 
    Meric stood and saluted, almost automatically, and said, “Thank you, Sir; I needed that.” 
 
    “Keep the faith, Colonel. We will prevail, eventually.” 
 
    “Good. Now, about the price for prizes, you’ve been seriously cheap on the last payout!” smiled Meric. “Do I need to send Zlatcov over here to argue with you?” 
 
    “Etot voyennyy korabl! konechno net!” spluttered Voronin. “Are you trying to give an old man a heart attack?” 
 
    “I just thought maybe you’d been away from your Russian comrades too long, Dimitri!” 
 
    The old man took a bottle of vodka from inside his desk, uncorked it, and took a long swig. “There,” he gasped, eyes watering, “send her over. Let her do her worst!” 
 
    They both laughed, and Meric turned to go, but the Russian stopped him with a quiet, “Wait, Nathanael.”  
 
    When he turned back to look at him, General Voronin, United States Army, said one word.  
 
    “Soon.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Nate Meric, Pat Lynch, A.J. Merrifield and Bjorn Stenger sat at a table in the Winchester, which was still closed. The bartender, Sean, was cleaning a glass, and there was as sign on the door that they were opening back up at 23:00 station time, but for now, they had the place to themselves. Meric was sure there would be no bugging; the place was swept daily and had its own AI scanning constantly.  
 
    “So what’s this about?” asked Lynch. “Ship’s business?” He knew damned well that it wasn’t. Not with the four of them gathered around. 
 
    Colonel Meric, Majors Lynch and Merrifield, and Sergeant First Class Stenger, United States Army. No longer in the guise of privateer crew, they were the four men on the Lexington who knew their true mission.  
 
    “I met with our liaison earlier today,” began Meric. Only he and Merrifield knew Voronin’s true identity, and Meric was sure that the others also had contacts he didn’t know about. They did know, though, that his was pretty high up there. “We talked about how things are going, and he gave me a mission to link up with Lt. Colonel Agostine’s crew at Jamesport, retrieve a package, and keep it in storage until the time comes.”  
 
    “Any idea what?” asked his XO.  
 
    “I can’t say. You know that,” said Meric. 
 
    Merrifield let a look of concern pass across his face. “Aside from all this,” he said, meaning their secret military duties, “I’m responsible for the operation of the ship. If it’s something that jeopardizes our safety…” 
 
    “It won’t,” answered his Captain, bluntly. “What I really wanted to talk to all of you about is this. Is it time to take the money and run?” 
 
    Merrifield and Lynch reacted with shock; Stenger didn’t. He laid his hand on the table; in it was a 5mm H&K semi-auto. “Think very carefully about what you’re about to say, Colonel.” 
 
    “I have thought about it, and put that thing away. This is a discussion that needs to be had,” said Meric, not bothered by the gun at all. 
 
    “Make your point,” said Stenger, not moving his hand. The veteran NCO had been fighting the UN since he was a teenager, and hated them with a passion. The Cause was his motivation for existence, and Meric knew that he was aboard as a check on this very thing. It hadn’t been a problem, so far. 
 
    “My point is the crew. They’re fighting for something that they have no idea exists. Something that DOESN’T exist. How many more risks do we take because of our hidden agenda?” 
 
    “Is that all?” asked Stenger, and he put the gun away.  
 
    “Yes, that’s all. What I’m proposing is that we pay off the crew, take the Lex, and go system hunting on our own. There are enough that would go with us that we can operate the ship, and we have enough put aside that we could spend the next decade doing so.” 
 
    “Tired of waiting?” asked Lynch. 
 
    “I’m tired of my people dying, Pat. If it was for something they believe in, that would be one thing, but it’s been about money.” 
 
    Merrifield laughed, breaking the tension. “You really are an idiot sometimes, Nate. They don’t fight for money. They fight because they trust you, because the Lex is their home, and the crew is their family. Sure, some hate the French, but trust me, if they weren’t with us, they’d be somewhere else, doing the same thing.” 
 
    Lynch chimed in with, “And you’re a damned good captain. You don’t take unnecessary risks, you care about your people, obviously, and you’re fair with them.” 
 
    “Well, what about the money we put aside for The Cause? For America?” he asked.  
 
    “Last I checked,” said Stenger, “all that comes out of your shares as the Captain. It’s not like you’re robbing anyone, and most of them have more money than they know what to do with.” 
 
    “You don’t really want to give up, do you?” asked his engineer.  
 
    “No. But I’m tired of waiting,” he answered. “When I left Earth, it seemed like only a matter of a few years, like there was some grand plan in place. Now all we get are secret orders to seize this kind of ship, move this cargo, drop this other ship at the Graveyard, and for what? I don’t like lying to my people, and it’s been more than a decade.” 
 
    “So, are you quitting?” asked Stenger. “Nothing personal, Colonel.” The burly NCO just sat there, not making any threats. He was violence frozen solid, and Meric understood what HIS mission was. Enforcer, if necessary, to keep wayward soldiers in line. Or take them out.  
 
    “No. I just don’t… I just don’t want anyone taking risks for reasons they’re unaware of.” 
 
    Merrifield spoke, playing much more on their friendship than his role as the XO. “Nate, Colonel, Captain, whatever you are, they’re adults, and they all have their reasons for being there. Respect their choices.” 
 
    Meric sat and pondered for a long moment. He really did love his country, or the idea of his country. Maybe he just needed a pep talk. Who provides justification for actions to the man with no real superiors? 
 
    “OK, then. Next order of business, when were any of you going to tell me that Schmetzer is one of us?” 
 
    The three looked at him, dumbfounded. “That knucklehead?” said Lynch. “What is she, all of fifteen years old?” 
 
    “She’s twenty, and she actually called me ‘Colonel’ in the mess the other day. You mean no one told any of you? None of your contacts? Even you, Stenger?” 
 
    Each shook their head. “Pulled a fast one on us,” said the XO. “I wonder how many others there are in the crew?” 
 
    “None,” said Stenger. “I have my ways of finding out, I just haven’t gotten around to her yet.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll have to have a little chat with her about operational security,” said Lynch. “Bjorn, let me and AJ handle it. Don’t want her peeing in her coveralls.” 
 
    “I think that one is a bit tougher than you think, Major. Are we done here?” 
 
    “I think so,” said Meric, raising his beer in a toast. “From the many…” 
 
    “Come one!” they each answered, and drained their glasses.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    “And nice doing business with you, Miranda Station. Lexington, out.” 
 
    Thrusters slowly drew the ship away from the docking station, and they fell toward the planet, using the gravity well to build up speed and slingshot out into the system. They could translate into nullSpace without any apparent velocity, but when they translated out, they would be sitting still, and no ship’s captain wanted to enter an unknown situation without options. Inertial dampeners on the ship could handle up to twenty gravities of acceleration, but free speed was free speed.  
 
    Nate Meric sat in the Captains’ chair, reading the numbers on the head’s up display dancing in the air in front of him. He used his hands to shift screens, monitoring reports from weapons, engineering, life support and a hundred other things that, as captain, he had to be aware of. Not do anything about, just be aware of. The worrying was the job of the XO. The doing was delegated to the staff. The decisions were his. He put any more worries about the big picture behind him and focused on his job.  
 
    The target ship was currently in dead space between two star systems. Most starships jumped from system to system, but the research ship was moving though interstellar space, staying far away from any radio frequency sources that might interfere with capturing the signals they were looking for. They had deployed a wide array antenna, using small satellites that formed an ethereal dish several hundred kilometers in width.  
 
    Meric’s plan was to jump in ahead of them and lie in wait, systems shut down and stealth active. They had done it often enough to merchantmen, waiting just off their ballistic track until they were slightly past and then lighting up engines. The first the target usually knew of them was a radio call and a burner round fired right across their bow. Ninety percent of the time, they flashed their navigation lights and surrendered. When they ran, a steel slug through one of the engines usually settled it.   
 
    Spending a week in nullSpace was enough to wash out all the intoxicants the crew had drunk, injected and smoked at Miranda Station. Officially, there was a ‘no drug use’ policy on the ship. Unofficially, they looked the other way at softer drugs while on liberty, but ANYONE who showed up to duty high was beached, permanently. You could show up hungover and smelling like a brewery, but if your performance suffered, you would be cooling your heels in front of your section chief in a heartbeat. Ship’s scuttlebutt even said that he’d once had someone spaced for screwing up on duty. Meric knew it wasn’t true, but when anyone brought it up, he just smiled. In the hangar deck, Team Knife was running through boarding drills, using a holo mockup of the airlock for the Ecouter, based on diagrams of the research ship grabbed off the French intranet.  
 
    “How much charge do we need to blow this airlock?” asked Sergeant Atkinson. 
 
    His recruit, a short but powerful young man, thought for a second, running calculations in his head. “Um, five ounces of plastic backed by another two ounces to create a reverb and blow the door backward.” 
 
    The older man nodded. “Ok, good. Once inside the lock, how do we blow it without killing everyone inside?” 
 
    Private Holmes thought again. “For this ship, it has a rotating doorway that irises out. Smart virus charge to the control unit will force it to automatically override and open. That’s something best left to Warrant McCann, if we don’t want to damage the lock.” 
 
    Atkinson grinned and said, “You’re getting the hang of this, kid. Too bad you’re not going with me on this one. You’re going to be riding with Poison on standby, in case we need to blow a hull charge and let them in a different way.” 
 
    “But…” he started to say, looking crestfallen.  
 
    “No buts. Go over there and start working with them. It’ll be good practice for you. Now,” he said, raising his voice so Sergeant Martel could hear him, “let’s go through it again, Frenchie!” 
 
    Across the bay, Team Poison was in a foul mood. In addition to the bug hunt, Captain Meric had switched them off rotation so that Team Knife was making the assault. Combat was tough, but watching your friends do what was supposed to be your job was, in a way, even harder. Now they were working on maintenance, going over their suits and weapons with everything from computer diagnostic tools to toothbrushes.  
 
    “This is bullshit. First the bug hunt, now this. I swear, if I hadn’t signed a contract, I’d jump ship at the next port.” The big man was wearing his hardsuit, running through diagnostics, but his voice came through on the team net. 
 
    “Sergeant Stenger, your contract with Captain Meric expired exactly eleven months and two standard days ago. You are free to go at any time. In fact, there is an airlock right behind you.” 
 
    “Buckley, did anyone ever tell you that you’re an annoying fuck? If you had a body, I’d rip your head off.” 
 
    “I do have a body, and you’re in it. Kind of like a bug in my guts. I should shit you out.” 
 
    SGM Knight’s voice came over the net. “Cut the crap, you two. Suit maintenance has to be done; I don’t care if you can’t stand it. It will save your life.” 
 
    Stenger sighed. “OK, circuit head, let’s do it again. Systems check in three, two, one. And go.” 
 
    Buckley’s voice echoed over his headset, calling out systems, and the NCO tested each one, starting with weapons.  
 
    “Right arm, internal grav gun, check.” 
 
    “Left arm, grenade launcher, check.” 
 
    “Right leg, Taser, check.” 
 
    Orr was coaching Cahr on the weapons they carried, making him recite the manual of arms on their carbines. “The Britannia M-78 Carbine is a lightweight, 4.2 mm, air cooled, electro-magnetically operated, magazine fed assault rifle. It has a maximum effective range of line of sight. It can operate in space or atmosphere.” 
 
    “Good,” grunted Orr. “Now, what do you do if your weapon fails to fire?” 
 
    “Turn off the weapon, drop the magazine, hand cycle the magnets,” which he did by racking a pistol grip up and down the length of the stubby barrel, “turn it on again, reload, aim, fire.” 
 
    “Not bad. But in a fight, to save time with these old pieces of crap, forget turning off and reloading the magazine. Just bang the ass end on the floor and tilt it forward. The jammed round will come rolling out the barrel. The barrels are worn out, so count your blessings that we usually don’t fight at more than ten meters or so.” 
 
    Cahr lifted it up and examined the scratched, battered weapon. “Why don’t we get new ones?” 
 
    Orr shrugged. “Maybe next time. That damn suit,” he said, gesturing to the armored Heavy Combat Suit, “costs more than four million dollars. Priority is to get another two, one more for each team.” 
 
    “That damn suit,” said Tank, “has saved your life more times than I can count, Scotty.” 
 
    “It IS nice to hide behind!” agreed the Specialist.  
 
    In the shuttle Poison, Ensign Zlatcov busied herself with her own diagnostic checks. The ship had been running a little hot on the number two engine, and she had done an outside walk with Commander Lynch while they were docked. There was a slow coolant leak, buried deep in the pylon housing the engine that taken them almost three hours to find. Now it hummed quiet and steady, just turning over enough to provide electrical power to the dropship. She leaned over and touched the deck plating, feeling the engine vibration with her fingers, looking for resonances that were foreign to a smooth running turbine.  
 
    She patted the dash and whispered to the shuttle. “Yes, rebenok, soon we fly again, touch the sweet stars where no one can bother us.”  
 
    “What does ‘rebenok’ mean?” Zlatcov nearly jumped out of her seat, turning to see Midshipman Schmetzer standing behind her.  
 
    “Iisus Khristos! Don’t DO that!”  
 
    “Sorry!” The young woman turned to leave the shuttle. Stuck between enlisted and officer, and not assigned a ship or a crew, she was sometimes at a loss on where she fit in. She was even lonelier, because she had to hide her real backstory from everyone.  
 
    “No, come in, Bats, it’s OK,” said Zlatcov. “You and I should spend some time together, talking pilot things. And it means baby.” 
 
    Schmetzer seemed to hesitate, then said, “Well, I was hoping we could talk about some woman things.” 
 
    “Let me guess. You have a crush on Commander McHale, and you don’t know what to do about it,” grinned the older pilot. 
 
    “Oh my god, is it that obvious?” The young woman blushed all the way down to the tattoo of a bat that peaked over the edge of her shirt collar.  
 
    “Like a puppy gnawing on a bone.” She laughed at the crestfallen expression on the Midshipman’s face. “Don’t worry; your secret is safe with me.” 
 
    “But, I have no chance. First off, he’s my commander, and we don’t fraternize on ship, right? I mean, can we?” 
 
    “Well, what happens off ship, stays off ship, pretty much. Isn’t he kinda, well, old for you?” 
 
    The younger woman, barely out of her teens, blushed. “Well, on my world, if you’re not married by sixteen, you’re an old maid. It’s why I ran away. I couldn’t deal with all my friends having a pack of squalling brats around, and I got a beating from my da for refusing to marry one of his business cronies. Ugh.” 
 
    Nadija knew what she was talking about. She had been on many worlds where women were regulated to second class citizens. Hell, she had even been on worlds where men were second class, though that was rare.  
 
    “Well, kiddo, I would at least wait till Captain Meric gives you your commission. We may just be a bunch of jumped up pirates, but he’s a stickler for some things.” She resumed cleaning the 3mm hideout grav gun she had taken off the Crucible crewman in the fight outside the airlock.  
 
    “But he’s not military, is he? I mean, I heard he was just some scavenger rat before he found the Lady Lex.” 
 
    “Ha. That’s what he wants everyone to think. Got him drunk one night and asked him why he left Earth. It’s supposed to be some big secret, but he was mixed up in an American rebellion against the UN. After the dust settled, they came looking for him. Knew too much. Like almost every revolution, you run if you don’t win. So he lit out for Jamesport.”  
 
    “No shit!” exclaimed Schmetzer. “What’s the UN?” she asked as a thrill of fear ran through her. Second Lieutenant Amanda Schmetzer, United States Army, also known as Midshipman Schmetzer, knew perfectly well why then Lieutenant, now Colonel Nathanael Meric had left his home. The same reason she had. To find a way.  
 
    “Yes, Shit. The UN runs what’s left of Earth. Don’t ever go there, it’s a shithole.” The Russian snapped the pieces back in place, loaded with three consecutive rounds in the barrel. Unplugging it from a power pack, she dropped the pistol, smaller than the palm of her hand, into the top of one of her knee high black boots.  
 
    “So my advice for you, Bats, is to be patient. You have all the time in the world. Learn your job and earn his respect and friendship first.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Asote loved being out among the stars. His people sailed the world covering ocean on his home world of Ritt’a-n, going from island to island in great open canoes. He had studied history books of Earth, and marveled at the similarity of his people and the ancient Polynesians. Maybe the lost race that brought his people from Earth thirty thousand years ago had taken some of those early seafarers and settled them on Ritt’a-n. DNA analysis suggested it, but no one had found any evidence of that long lost spacefaring race.  
 
    Now, he watched the red shifted stars as they piled up in front of the ship, and then whipped off screen. He wished he could reach out and touch them, or that he was sailing with the open breeze at his back, cresting the waves. This was good enough, but not good enough. Neither would ever be; on the ocean he longed for the vastness of space, and in space he missed the salt air.  
 
    “Captain, here’s the tactical situation. The French research ship, designated target Sierra One, is using a rogue planetoid as a gravity lens to focus radio waves. We can use that mass to hide our translation out of nullSpace, and lie in wait,” he used a laser pointer to highlight a point on a track leading past the planetoid, “here.” 
 
     “Go on,” said Meric, from his chair. He was idly wondering if there was a way to use the French ship for his ultimate quest, but could come up with nothing. What good would a research ship do? 
 
    “Well, due to movement of the Earth, movement of Sol system, all that, they are due to shift out of there and move to another point about eleven hours after we get there.” 
 
    “What about escort?” asked Guns. “There’s got to be a Frigate or at least a Corvette hanging around there.” 
 
    “Good question,” answered Meric. “Our source in Jamesport said there WAS a Frigate in escort until two weeks ago. RFF Petan. However, she was seen recently at the shipyard in New Turin with her reactor access plate stripped off. She will be off station for at least another two weeks. We’ll keep our eyes open, but with RFF forces stretched thin and the offensive being conducted by the Brits to take Port Mahon, I don’t expect anything. The Petan was detailed there because she’s over fifty years old and in no shape for combat.” 
 
    He paused to let anyone else chime in, but they all seemed satisfied. “Easy enough, then. We have both the shuttles out and waiting, Knife goes in on the attack run, and Poison stands back in case reception is too hot. Banshee, straight for the air lock. We’re not trying to kill anyone, just steal some data. Jumper, be prepared to drop your team at a spot in the hull away from crew quarters. Again, we’re not trying to kill anyone. SGM Stedham, make SURE your guys know that.” 
 
    The Team Knife pilot sighed and said, “Yes sir, aye aye, Captain. Frenchie Martel ain’t gonna like it.” 
 
    Chief Spark grinned. “He’s not paid to like it, and if he REALLY has a problem with it, he can come talk to me.” 
 
    “Um, no, he’ll be fine.” 
 
    **** 
 
    The waiting was, as the old song said, the hardest part. Tension built up as the clock ticked away, till it was almost visible in the air on the bridge.  
 
    “Ensign Box, stealth systems sitrep,” asked the XO.  
 
    “Slight fluctuation in the heat shifters. It’s tough to maintain with the engines on standby.” 
 
    “Do what you can. Just a bit longer.” Meric hoped so; wearing a full pressure suit, even with the visor up, was uncomfortable. Itches he couldn’t scratch, and the waste tubes were… annoying.  
 
    In the shuttles, riding high between the engine nacelles, the teams were making their final pre-combat checks and inspections. Shuttle Knife was crowded, with Sergeant Major Atkinson for demo, and Chief McCann, the commo officer, riding along.  
 
    “Hey McCann, have you got your combat nerd groove on?” asked medic Elizabeth. 
 
    The Warrant Officer shut down the tablet he was running a last-minute system cracker simulation on. “Hey, Doc, before I became a combat nerd, I was a Spaceborne Sniper Special Ranger Forces Operator. Anytime, anywhere…” 
 
    “…as long as I don’t leave my chair!” finished the rest of the team with a laugh.  
 
    “Thirty seconds till umbilical disengage,” echoed the shuttle’s AI in the cockpit.  
 
    “Good luck, sister!” came Zlatcov’s voice over the coms. When the cables connecting the shuttle dropped, they would be on radio silence.  
 
    “You too, girl. Thanks for the workouts, helped my ankle a lot,” answered Jenny O’Neill. 
 
    “Just take it easy, milk run.” 
 
     “As if I would let that child Schmetzer touch my baby. See you in a few.” 
 
    Zlatcov laughed, and closed with, “Jumper, Out!” 
 
    O’Neill answered her with “Banshee, Out.” She keyed her intercom and called out to the assault team. “BUCKLE UP, PEOPLE, TIME TO ROLL!”  
 
    The AI for the shuttle wasn’t as complicated as, say Buckley. It could fly the ship, but had little to no personality. O’Neill liked it that way; it gave her the feeling that she was in charge. She did depend on it to be her copilot, though. They ran through the dropship checklist together, getting a green light on all systems. She felt a bump as the umbilical detached. When attached to the Lady Lex, an airlock allowed access to each dropship. Serious maintenance could be done in the larger ship’s hanger, but ordinarily they rode nestled in between the engine nacelles and the ship’s main hull. Thrusters kicked the shuttle forward, and O’Neill initiated a slight turn to the left, watching on her monitors as she cleared the arc of the Drive Ring. On the other side, Poison mirrored her flight, peeling off to the right. They completed their turns and fell in next to each other, accelerating toward the research ship, plotting an intercept course not far from their location.  
 
    The target itself had been slowly accelerating under about one gravity of thrust, moving out to clear the planetoid’s gravity well before translating into nullSpace. WO Stueben tracked it on passive sensors, watching the electromagnetic fireworks being given off by the antimatter reactors. He was looking for any changes that meant alteration of thrust or course.  
 
    “Captain, they’re nearly in range to get a return on the shuttles,” said Box.  
 
    “McCann, open up… whoops. Box, jump on McCann’s terminal and open up a channel on international.” The crystalline creature unfolded an appendage and reached across six feet of cabin to precisely tap out a code on the console. Then he gave a sort of thumbs up. 
 
    “Attention French Research Ship Ecouter. This is the Privateer Lexington, carrying letters of marque from his Britannic Majesty King William. You are a legitimate prize of war, heave to and prepare to be boarded.” Over the speakers he heard, "Attention, navire de recherche Ecouter français. C’est la vengeance du Privateer Lex, portant des lettres de marque de sa Majesté britannique. Vous êtes un prix de guerre légitime, pilonnement trop et se préparer à être arraisonné!"  
 
    Just for kicks, he told the computer to retranslate back into English.  "Beware, French research vessel Ecouter. This is the revenge of the Privateer Lex, wearing his Majesty letters of marque. You are a legitimate war of prices, too heave and prepare to be boarded." 
 
    The bridge crew broke out into laughter, relieving some of the tension. “Buckley, you have to work on your French a bit.”  
 
    “Suck it, you English pig. I am a native French speaker, and your own English is atrocious.” 
 
    Stueben broke into the conversation. “Captain, target is not changing velocity or acceleration. No response to our hail. Knife is deploying their team now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Peter Martel felt his magnetic boots clang onto the surface, and he swept his rail gun around in an arc, covering all the visible parts of the hull. The rest of the team exited and the assault shuttle rolled out and away, swinging around to cover the team with its chin-mounted Gatling gun.  
 
    “CLEAR! CLEAR! CLEAR!” echoed around the team radio. The research ship was based on a standard French medium sized merchant hull, so Sergeant Atkinson already had a set charge for this kind of airlock. He slapped it down on the hinge, then moved downward and placed another.  
 
    The charges were small, and there was no atmosphere to transmit the shockwave, but they felt it through their boots. The hinges shattered, and the interior air pressure blasted the door off and into space.  
 
    Martel threw a flash grenade in, followed by an EMP stick to disable any hardsuits that might be waiting for them. Both went off with a sizzle of light and a screech over his own electronics. He jumped into the airlock with both feet and rolled as the expected artificial gravity took over, coming up on his feet and covering each corner of the room.  
 
    “CLEAR!” he called, and McCann followed him into the airlock. He slapped a box over the entrance console as the rest of the team piled in, crowding into the small room. Behind them, the last man sprayed a temporary patch over the hole created by the missing door panel. It prevented anyone from coming over the hull and hitting them from behind, as well as sealing the ship.  
 
    McCann typed in some digits on the key pad of the box, and it started running numbers. Martel stood behind him with his hand on his shoulder, ready to jump through the inner lock door as soon as it opened.  
 
    On the bridge of Lexington, Lt. Commander Solbliatski leaned over Stueben’s sensor console.  
 
    “What is this?” he said, pointing to a display.  
 
    The young Warrant Officer, discharged from the Prussian Navy, answered back in his thick German accent. “I noticed it before, but it faded. Now it’s come back, it looks like scatter from a tight band radio transmission. Not sure of the point of origin, but the backsplash seems to be coming off the planetoid. No, gone again. Could just be distortion or reflection of our transmissions.” 
 
    Solbliatski rubbed his grey beard, then walked over to the signal console and keyed the assault channel. “Knife, status.” 
 
    SGM Stedham’s voice came back right away. “We’re in, about to open the inner lock door. No resistance yet.” 
 
    Meric leaned forward in this chair, and exchanged a look with the intelligence officer. “Frenchie, have you encountered ANY activity yet?” 
 
    “Negative Captain. Door is opening now.” A long ten minutes followed, with no reports from the boarding team other than that they were meeting no resistance. In fact, they had met no one. The entire team had made their way in the central ship’s corridor, advancing by overwatch.  
 
    “Captain, I have burst radio traffic between Sierra One and an unidentified source on the planet surface,” said Stueben 
 
    Meric jumped out of the chair just as gunfire sounded over the radio, and yelled, “IT’S A TRAP! GET OUT!” 
 
    “CAPTAIN, TWO SHIPS APPROACHING FROM BEHIND THE PLANET!” yelled Stueben. 
 
    Meric sat down in his chair, thinking hard. “Recall the shuttles, prepare for null Space and-”. He was interrupted by a giant CLANG and the entire bridge went dark, accompanied by the whistling of air from a hull breach. Emergency lighting came on, bathing everything in a blood red glow. Meric slammed his helmet down and sucked in stale suit air. The hatch to the rest of the ship slammed shut, cutting in half a crewman who was running into the bridge. Blood and viscera splattered and started to float as the artificial gravity cut out. The whistling air stopped as the hatch closed. 
 
    “BUCKLEY, WHAT THE HELL IS HAPPENING!” yelled Meric into the coms net. 
 
    “Sorry, Capt..ain. Min…Mines…EMP, HIGHHIGH EXEX,,,, comppppppppuuter virus fffiitringkdsf me. Goiinnnggg mPrivatemmmPrivatennuuall need warrant officer MCCCCCANNNN.” Buckley’s voice evaporated in his ear with a mechanical scream.  
 
    Meric pushed himself over to the communications station, taking a second along the way to shove a crewman who was milling through the air toward a solid object. Once there, he plugged his suit cord into a jack. Immediately screams and yells sounded over the headset. He clicked over to the engine room and called for Commander Lynch. It took several seconds to get him on the com.  
 
    “Talk to me, Pat. Buckley crashed, you’re on manual now.” 
 
    The big man was out of breath, and Meric hoped he would hook into the ships supplementary air system before he passed out. He waited patiently and listened to the report, shrugging off the bridge crewman who was tapping his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m bringing the engines back online under manual control. I can give you enough energy for a jump to nullSpace in maybe thirty minutes. Fifteen minutes to be able to provide thrust. I gotta be really careful to watch for fluctuations in the power gradient. I’d say I’ll tell you if we have a problem, but I’ll be dead a nanosecond before you. What the hell happened?” 
 
    “Smart mine, probably placed on Miranda, and we have two French ships coming after us. They’re hacking our systems, too. The research ship was a decoy, and I heard gunfire over the team radio just before the coms went dead.” 
 
    Through the plastisteel windows, a bright light suddenly blossomed, illuminating the cabin. Meric’s sense of direction, honed out in space collecting salvage, told him it was coming from where the research ship had been. “Damn, that was the Ecouter. I hope Jenny got them away. We won’t be able to tell until our systems are back up. Buckley is screwed. Gotta jump.” 
 
    He closed the connection and switched over to ALL SHIP, ignoring the chaos around him. “LEXINGTONS, THIS IS THE CAPTAIN. I WANT AN ALL SHIP REPORT BY SECTION NOW.” 
 
    Reports came in sequence. They were dead in the water, not even ballistic. The ship had been sitting still, imitating a hole in the water, when the mine had detonated. One compartment was completely open to space, directly above the heart of the ship’s computer bay, on A deck behind the bridge. The rest of the ship was airtight.  
 
    “OK, Lieutenant Williams,” he said, speaking to the starboard watch commander, currently charged with ship repairs. “Get that hole fixed and restore atmosphere to the ship. Then I want your whole crew out walking the ship’s hull, looking for any other mines.” 
 
    He switched the hardwire intercom system off and turned back to the bridge crew. The bulkheads prevented his suit radio from reaching other parts of the ship, but would work in this compartment. He started to speak, but was interrupted by a call over the ship’s radio.  
 
    “Pirate Lexington, this is Captain Jean Muschad of the French Republic Navy. We have disabled your ship systems and will be coming alongside,” spoke a voice with a thick French accent. “Surrender your ship and your crew may live. Try to fight and you will all be suit-chained.” 
 
    “Talk to me, Guns. What do we have?” 
 
    The fat man wheezed, constricted by his suit. “Well, we can fire a spread of random missiles. I know their general direction, but it would be like spitting in the wind against a heavy cruiser with point defense.” 
 
    “Try and get me a firing solution.” Right at that moment, the ship’s gravity returned at three G, smashing them all to the floor. Meric actually felt his right arm go SNAP just above the wrist, as his normally two hundred plus pounds with spacesuit turned into more than six hundred.  
 
    “I Amm ffiiigggggghhhttttiiinnnngggg THE VIRUS,” screamed Buckley’s voice, a mixture of primal rage and electronics. Gravity disappeared again and they resumed floating. 
 
    “Stueben, I know you’re not a computer geek, but try to help Buckley out. Dump the entire system if you have to. Alex,” he said to the flight operations commander, fighting down panic, "try to get an optical on the shuttles. Solbliatski, what have we got coming at us?” 
 
    “I got a glimpse of a heavy cruiser and a frigate.” 
 
    Shit, thought Meric. Even if engines came online, there would be no way to run from them. A heavy cruiser could put a grav round right through the hull without blinking, and the frigate could outrun them.  
 
    They were well and truly screwed.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Midshipman Amanda Schmetzer’s duty position in combat was in the hangar bay. She was to prepare to receive any shuttles with casualties and assist in directing their entrance into the hanger. When the lights went out and she found herself floating in the darkness, a sense of fear she hadn’t known since childhood welled up in her. She breathed a sigh of relief when the emergency lighting came on, and listened as the section reports came in to Captain Meric, giving her own in sequence.  
 
    “Hangar bay, no power, zero casualties.”  
 
    There were zero casualties because she was alone in the cavernous space. The rest of the hangar crew was split between Starboard and Larboard watches, detailed for maintenance or operations as needed. Right now, she was alone, just keeping an eye on things while the action was elsewhere. Fortunately, when the gravity cut out, she was able to hold onto a workbench that was bolted to the floor.  
 
    When it came on again, briefly, she was slammed to the floor along with the rest of the crew. She heard Buckley’s mad ranting over the intercom, and the French Captain’s surrender demands. Schmetzer felt small and helpless, the youngest officer on a dead ship about to be pulverized. She knew that Meric, along with the rest of the crew, would go down fighting rather than be taken prisoner.  
 
    Looking about the hangar bay, she saw Commander McHale’s pet project, the battered F-8C fighter that she’d been training on, strapped down to the deck. A germ of an idea came to her, and she looked around her for some cable or rope.  
 
    **** 
 
    Sergeant Peter “Frenchie” Martel had fled his home world one step ahead of the Republic Secret Police. His people had always been a thorn in the government’s side, serving as often in the various rebellions as in the Republic Forces. Martel, along with his brother, had been Gunner’s Mates in the Legion, and like Rob Knight, he had also been forced out of the service. His retirement had come, not from a wound, but from a doctor’s diagnosis of “Sociopath” after carrying the fight too hard to the enemy, resulting in a murder conviction from a military tribunal.  
 
    It wasn’t that he was a sociopath. Frenchie loved his fellow soldiers and his family. Hell, he’d even had a dog that he cared about. It was just that, well, he didn’t know how to switch it off sometimes. He loved combat, sometimes more than life itself. When it started, he blanked all his emotions except for a fierce, unrelenting joy. He had pushed it too far, one final time. While leading a boarding party during a battle with a Russian fleet, a backhand swing of his axe in the madness of battle had caught a French soldier, cutting him in half. An accident, common enough in the small confines of ships’ compartments. This time, though, the French authorities had wanted to make an example of someone from the Martel clan.  
 
    Sergeant Martel had been charged with murder, and scheduled to be executed. The night before he was to be guillotined, his brother had broken him out of prison, and Frenchie Martel had fled off world. When word of the reprisals against his family, the wholesale slaughter of everyone with the Martel name, reached him, he had joined Meric’s crew and swore vengeance. His wish, it seemed, was about to be granted.  
 
    The team itself had been advancing slowly through the ship, finding it deserted, up until they had gotten into the central corridor. Then a spacer wearing a civilian jumpsuit had appeared ahead of them, and the team had given chase as he ran. They wanted to get to him before he warned the small crew and they locked all the hatches. He dove sideways into a compartment, and steel doors slammed down on either end of the corridor, trapping Team Knife.  
 
    “I got a bad feeling about this,” said Specialist David.  
 
    “No shit,” said Stedham. “Be ready. We’re going to have to blow our way out of this. Atkinson, back the way we came, stat.” 
 
    The demo expert started to answer, but before he uttered a word, the far steel door rose to reveal a heavy tripod mounted railgun and a full squad of armored troopers from Legion Étranger d'espace. “DROP YOUR WEAPONS!” yelled the trooper’s Captain.  
 
    **** 
 
    The sensors on the attack shuttle Knife blared a warning as the research ship sprang to life, electromagnetic noise jumping up and down the wavelengths. A fire control radar lit up the shuttle, hovering ten kilometers away in space, waiting for word from the team for a pickup. 
 
    O’Neill leapt into action from where she had been half meditating, keeping each ear tuned to a different frequency. Simultaneously her ears rang with the shouted, “IT’S A TRAP! GET OUT!” from the command freq. She kicked both engines up to max power, heading straight for the ship to rescue her drop team. The chin-mounted Gatling was already firing, when twin grav guns mounted in a hidden turret on the rear of the Ecouter ripped her port wing away, sending her spiraling off course. Rounds punched across her windscreen, pinned her to the chair, and came out her back.  
 
    As the blood flowed out of her and froze in the vacuum of space, Jenny O’Neill reached out to try and touch the stars.  
 
    **** 
 
    A fierce, fierce joy erupted in Martel’s heart. This was the end. He felt it deep in his soul, and the rest of the team felt it, too. As one, they fired, even though they knew the light weapons they carried were no match for the full power suits the French Troopers were wearing. They'd been expecting no resistance from a crew of scientists. 
 
    Rounds sparked and ricocheted, ran around the corridor, glancing off Martel's suit and punching through the semi armored soft suits the rest of the team wore. He leaned forward into the blizzard of fire as heavy rounds from the railgun hammered into the armor, and his AI started screaming as damage mounted.  
 
    The French exile glanced around him. In the two seconds that had seemed to stretch into two lifetimes, the entire team had been cut down, scattered in bloody chunks of meat. Martel looked for a long moment at what remained of his friends, bent down and picked up an antimatter charge from Atkinson's still twitching body, armed it, then ripped the boarding axe from his back. Around him lay the bodies of Team Knife. The floors and walls were splattered with blood, bits of bone and chunks of flesh, mixed with plastic, ceramic, and metal from torn suits and wrecked equipment. Heavy Rail Gun rounds had passed easily through the semi-armored suits; they'd only been designed to stop carbine and pistol rounds. Only Martel’s Heavy Suit, made of molecularly compressed ceramic and depleted uranium, had survived, shrugging off the heavy rounds as Martel returned fire. The Legionnaires of the ambushing squad, though, all wore the same style heavy suit. It was time for the ancient ways.  
 
    “LET ME…” he yelled, charging forward. The antimatter demo charge, used for scuttling entire ships, counted out loud.  
 
     Four.  
 
     “SING YOU…” and his suit servos kicked in, speeding him faster, leaning into the railgun fire. He aimed himself toward the officer standing beside the machine gun.  
 
    Three.  
 
    “THE SONG…” and the axe swung forward, crashing into the armor of the Legionnaire, cutting off his leg.  
 
    Two.  
 
    “OF MY PEOPLE!” and the backhand slash took off the rail gunner's head.  
 
    One. 
 
    The Ecouter disappeared in a glare of light more blinding than the sun as the antimatter charge ruptured the engine containment, seventeen seconds after the warning from Lexington sounded over the assault shuttle’s speakers, and two seconds after Jenny O’Neill reached for the stars.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    Fifty kilometers away Nadija Zlatcov was crying, though she wasn't aware of it. She had just watched a half dozen people she called family incinerated before her eyes, but she was too busy to notice her own tears. The EMP from the antimatter meltdown had done serious damage to Poison, and though they heard the recall order, she couldn’t acknowledge it. The external transmitting antennas had been fried, along with paint blistering on one side of the hull, and they had an engine that was redlining, sending them into a spin that forced her to one side of her seat. She shut it down, then threw the port engine into reverse. Alarms shrieked around her till she slammed her fist down on the commo board, cracking it.  
 
    Rob Knight stuck his head in though the doorway leading to the assault team compartment. “Nadija, do you need any help?” He was a rated pilot, though rusty.  
 
    “Get your ass in the copilot chair and see what the fuck you can do about the number one engine. Reroute coolant while I spin this bitch to get the toasted side away from that explosion.” 
 
    They worked together for a minute, stabilizing the shuttle. She sat back once their spin had stopped. Knight kept working the radio, trying to raise the Lady Lex, to no avail. The AI booted up again and ran a systems check, sending a crawler out on the hull. The verdict was no transmitting capability. They could hear, but not send.  
 
    “I’ll send one of the guys out to remount a spare,” the Sergeant Major started to say, but he was interrupted by the broadcast from the French Captain.  
 
    “Pirate Lexington, this is Captain Jean Muschad of the French Republic Navy. We have disabled your ship systems and will be coming alongside. Surrender your ship and your crew may live. Try to fight and you will all be suit-chained.”   
 
    “Oh, shit!” they both said at the same moment. Up till that point they had thought that the explosion had been just that, something that had gone wrong on the research ship. Now they both leaned forward to stare out the view screen.  
 
    “There!” pointed Knight. Nadija used the interactive view screen to zoom in on the approaching ships. She reached over and flipped the main power breakers, causing the shuttle to go instantly dark. The dropships were stealthy, and they might miss them.  
 
    “Rob, go prep your guys. We’re going to take that Frigate. She'll pass us by, and I’ll do a roll-over onto their bridge. You bust your way in there and take them out.” 
 
    His lined face broke into a wide smile. “You’re bloody daft, girl. How about the engine room instead? No, too heavily armored.” 
 
    “If we can take out the command and control on the bridge, you can bypass the engine controls and trip their reactor release, shut down the core. They’ll be dead in the water.” 
 
    “What about that heavy cruiser?” 
 
    She chewed her lip, thinking. “No dice. The Captain will have to deal with it, but one on one odds are better than two on one. That Frigate is made for hot runs with a main gun, so it doesn’t have much in the way of anti-air capabilities. I should be able to run down his spine and drop you behind the bridge. From there, it’s up to you. Do you know the deck layout of a Richelieu class frigate?” 
 
    “Like my third wife’s bottom.” He disappeared into the crew section, diving in head first in the zero gravity.  
 
    **** 
 
    Midshipman Schmetzer hit the emergency release button on the hangar bay doors. All the hatches leading into the bay had slammed shut when emergency power came back on, and the force of the atmosphere lifted the big doors open as the explosive bolts holding it closed fired. The air rushed out, tearing her off her feet, and bruising her middle where she had wrapped a length of computer cable around her midsection. She waited for the rush to turn to vacuum, and then reeled herself in, breathing heavily. The pilot moved along the wall until she was parallel with the Firehawk, and then launched herself across, smashing heavily into the side of the fighter.  
 
    Taking a minute to regain her breath, Schmetzer began pulling herself around the ship, unlatching each of the tie-down straps. She was scared right down to her soul by what she was about to do, but better to try to be a hero than to be chained to the ship’s hull, listening to your shipmates die, feeling your own air running out. She finished with the last one and clambered up to the cockpit. The ship itself was floating in the zero gravity, and she hoped it didn’t smash into anything flammable before she got it going.  
 
    Her earlier crash landing had damaged the skids, but she didn’t need those now. The fighter mounted two 25mm Electromagnetic Rail Guns, capable of spitting out rounds at more than a hundred kilometers per second, but both were empty. Maybe she could at least distract the enemy ships long enough for the Lady Lex to get to nullSpace. Or something.  
 
    She powered up the engines and gently moved out of the hangar, cut left, and poured on the afterburner, thrust slamming her back in her seat.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    “What the fuck?” was the collective expression on the bridge as the Firehawk rocketed past the Lexington.  
 
    Meric immediately switched to the hangar bay. “Schmetzer! SCHMETZ! BATS! GodDAMMIT!” He switched over to all ship. “Whoever is closest to the hangar bay, get in there right now!” As they watched, the afterburner cut out and the ship disappeared from view.  
 
    “Guns, get me something to fire. Anything!” 
 
    Commander McHale sat stunned in his pilot’s seat, breathing heavily. “You stupid, brave kid,” he whispered.  
 
    “Bridge, Engineering. We have some power; I can give you maneuverability and one G of thrust. You just gotta give me course corrections and I’ll input the data from here.” Lynch could be heard yelling in the background at one of his assistants as static from overcharged capacitors echoed.  
 
    McHale jumped in on the conversation. “I have local control of steering and throttle. Give me the most thrust you can.” 
 
    “On it!” echoed back, and gravity returned, but in the wrong direction. Anyone and anything not secured slid toward the back of the bridge. The crew had strapped themselves in, but Meric, who'd been hanging onto the commo console, slid down to the bulkhead, only stopped by the cord plugged into the audio jack. His broken arm screamed at him, and he hit a self-injector tab, bringing some relief.  
 
    “Guns,” he grunted as he pulled himself back up, “can you target anything?” 
 
    “We’re getting some power into the main gun. Targeting…firing.” A deep THRUM sounded beneath their feet, more felt than heard. “Less than fifty percent power. We’re not even going to scratch his shields.”  
 
    Out on the hull, several spacers were rocked backward as the thrust was applied and the ship set in motion. Petty Officer Gar used his tail to steady himself, and caught Torres as he was jarred from the hull.  
 
    “Whoa there, kid. You ain’t going anywhere yet. We got work to do.” 
 
    “Thanks, hombre.” Inside his suit, Torres was sweating, despite the cold of space. To be set adrift was a spacer’s nightmare.  
 
    They made their way forward to where the mine's penetrator round had breached the hull. It had been repaired from inside, the plastiseal bulging outward through the three foot wide hole. The crewmen were looking for whatever had hacked the ship's system. They found it, a metallic disk a foot across, placed ten feet away from the breach and electronically camouflaged to match the color of the hull.  
 
    Gar whistled out of his lipless mouth. “Whoo boy. Stop right there, Torres. Don’t come any closer.” The Spaniard halted in his tracks with Gar’s arm across his chest. “Got a nuke here. Anti-tampering sensor. Come on.” 
 
    They made their way around the mine to the windows of the bridge. Torres pulled out a tablet and tapped out a message to display.  
 
    “FOUND HACKER. BOOBY TRAPPED. NUKE.” He held it up to the window for the entire bridge crew to see. As they stood there, the ship tilted to one side and fell off to starboard. A two centimeter railgun round passed just above them, missing the ship by ten meters. 
 
    **** 
 
    The heavy frigate fired again, two minutes later, just as Schmetzer’s ship came barreling in; she made one pass directly over the ship as lances of fire struck out at her. Her radio crackled into life.  
 
    “AMANDA, GET THE HELL OUT OF THERE!” screamed McHale over the airwaves, but she didn’t hear him. Schmetzer grunted through six gees as she hauled the stick hard over. A plasma stream struck the port engine, glancing off the armor plate, leaving a cherry red glowing spot.  
 
    “Is…the…ship…safe?” she pushed out as she looped and dove toward the cruiser, grunting as the G forces pushed the blood to her head and feet. A black haze appeared on the edge of her vision, and the stars swam before her. In the distance, she could make out the Lexington, a dark blot with fire playing at its engines. Still there.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Zlatcov listened to Schmetzer’s transmissions and gritted her teeth. She slammed the throttles forward, pressing her into the seat, not caring about the damaged engine. The shuttle passed through the frigate's exhaust, coming up on its blind side. Her view screen melted and crackled, but held.  
 
    She came up and over the top, slamming her against the straps holding her in the seat. This elicited excited shouts and yells from the assault bay. She spun the shuttle around and applied full thrusters, bringing them to a dead stop relative to the ship, two meters above the deck. The ramp slammed down and six figures dashed out.  
 
    “BLOW IT, HOLMES!” yelled Knight. The young apprentice demo-man placed a cratering charge against the windows over the ship’s bridge, and they scrambled away from it. Before he stepped away, he could see the shocked expressions through the windows of the French Captain and his bridge crew. Holding up his hand, he counted down with his fingers. At two, every man in the squad dialed up the magnetic lock on their boots, holding themselves fast to the hull. At one, the charge erupted in a blinding flash, shattering the plastisteel armored windows. Air rushed out, followed by several bodies wearing the sky blue of the French Navy. They milled around for a few seconds as they flew out into space, then fell still, dying quickly from decompression.  
 
    Bjorn Stenger grabbed the still hot, shattered window edges and swung himself into the bridge, against the howling airstream. The plasma coil embedded in his suit’s right arm erupted, firing without discrimination at whatever figures were still moving in the disappearing air. Behind him, the rest of the team swung in before metal shutters slammed down, closing off the breach.  
 
    “Shupe, get to the engine controls. Shut this sonofabitch down. Cahr, Orr, you HOLD that passageway!” said Knight, pointing to a passage off to one side. “Don't let anyone through. Tank, main corridor, start clearing it. Yee, pull any Intel you can off their hard drive. Holmes, start placing demo charges at all stations, two minutes.” 
 
    Yee started banging on keyboards through his gloved fingers. “Just because I’m a frigging Asian doesn’t mean I know computers, you know.” 
 
    Knight ignored his grumbling, stepping over to the fire control panel and shoving aside the dead body there. He programmed an overload into the main 2cm battery, charging it but giving it no firing coordinates.  
 
    A flurry of shots sparked off a bulkhead, soundless in the airless compartment, and Tank came bounding back onto the bridge. He spun, fired, and then fell heavily backward as something crashed into his suit and then exploded with a sharp CRACK. A shaped charge round, used to penetrate armor, had caught him in the leg, shattering it. He sat back up and fired three grenades down the hallway, then started cursing, dragging himself out of the line of fire.  
 
    “Time to go, Gentlemen,” said Knight, and they retreated toward the metal shuttered windows where they had originally come in. Orr and Cahr fired even, measured shots designed to keep their opponents’ heads down, sending ricochets around corners, while Yee and Shupe half hauled, half dragged the heavy-suited soldier to the window.  
 
    “Breaching! FIRE IN THE HOLE!” yelled Holmes, and another charge shattered and bent the steel shutters. They remained in place though, blocking their exit.  
 
    “Whoops!” said Holmes. A barrage of fire erupted from both access ways, followed by a couple of dazzlers. The team returned fire blindly in a massive torrent.  
 
    **** 
 
    Schmetzer’s port engine flamed out as she took a direct hit from a kinetic round. The ship spun wildly before she got it under control again, port maneuvering thruster firing constantly to counter the uneven thrust of the starboard engine. Hell, she was amazed she was even still alive. 
 
    “WARNING, HULL INTEGRITY COMPROMISED,” blared the ship's AI.  
 
    “Fuck it…” she whispered, and keyed the radio. “Commander McHale, we could have been great together. Colonel Meric, from the many, comes one.” Not even knowing if the radio transmission had gone through, she pulled back hard on the stick and wheeled over, hitting the afterburner on her remaining engine. She screamed wordlessly into the radio and dove at the Heavy Cruiser. 
 
    **** 
 
     “…we could have been great together. Colonel Meric, from the many, comes one.” Then came her scream, abruptly cut short. A bright flash of light erupted through the bridge viewports as her fighter impacted on the spine of the Heavy Cruiser, shattering the main gun tube and sending shrapnel through its external communications pods and shielding array.  
 
    Life flooded back into Lexington. The virus infecting the ships computers, cut off from the hackers on the French ship, immediately lost its battle against Buckley, and the AI yelled in triumph. Gravity and power returned instantly   
 
    “Captain, permission to fight the ship!” yelled Guns.  
 
    “GO FOR IT!” said Meric, and the fat man cackled with laughter. Immediately the big gun THRUMED under their feet, pumping out round after round of steel and titanium slugs. They started impacting on the engine area of the heavy cruiser, stripped of the magnetic shielding that would ordinarily have diverted the ferrous material around the ship. Fires started spewing from the hull, and she heeled to port, firing a salvo of missiles.  
 
    McHale grabbed the controls and sent the Lady Lex into a spinning corkscrew, diving out of the way of the incoming projectiles. He slammed the thrust full bore as a nuke went off behind them.  
 
    “Holy Shit!” wailed Gar, still attached to the side of the ship. Torres had just made his way into the airlock. The amphibian was flung outward into space, his hand almost touching Torres’ as he reached for him. Torres acted instinctively, throwing himself after his crewmate. He grabbed Gar by his tail and pulled. The tail separated from the suit and the two of them spun off into space.   
 
    **** 
 
    “I got it!” yelled Holmes, and he dove forward, pulling charges off the consoles. Running back though the incoming fire, he placed them on each corner of the window and fired at each charge. The impact detonated each in turn, peeling the shutter away.  
 
    “That was stupid!” yelled Shupe, giving Holmes a high five. 
 
    “GO!” yelled Knight, firing at the armored figures entering the bridge. Each team member dove through the window headlong, into space. Knight fired off one last burst and dove through himself. As he sailed through space, the main gun battery erupted out of the firing port beneath him, a jet of flame and sparks discharging the overload. It was followed by the engine flaming out, the backlight of the exhaust slowly fading away.  
 
    Knight clicked through the readouts of each of his team. Shupe, Orr and Yee shone green, Tank was a yellow, and Holmes had a flashing yellow.  
 
    “Holmes, how are you?” 
 
    “I’m OK, chief. It hurts, but I think the bleeding has stopped. Whatever Shupe stuck me with…” his voice faded out and back in, “…oh look, a butterfly!” 
 
    Medic Shupe broke in. “He’ll be fine, we just have to get him to sickbay within the next hour. Tank’s knee is crushed, though.”  
 
    “Crushed my ass!” sounded over the radio.  
 
    Around the Sergeant Major the stars shone brightly, millions of them, crystal clear. Knight called Zlatcov over the radio and requested pickup. Then he reached down and tapped a keypad on his arm. Beethoven flooded his suit speakers, matching the majesty of the stars. He folded his arms behind his head and drifted slowly, taking it all in.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    The crew of Lexington sat in silence. Both of the French ships had quit maneuvering, travelling in a straight line through space, gouts of air and debris drifting in a cloud around them. Meric had stopped Guns from firing at the ships after he’d put a dozen rounds into each. Team Poison’s destruction of the Frigate’s bridge had also dropped their shields, and the Lady Lex’s EMG rounds, although lighter than the battery on a heavy combatant, were still delivering enough punch to smash holes in armor and through decks. 
 
    “Lady Lex, this is Poison. Permission to search for Knife.”   
 
    “Granted. Just don’t get your hopes up.” 
 
    “Understood, but she did get some warning. There’s always hope…”  
 
    In the end, they did find the dropship, spinning through space, hurled away from the antimatter explosion. Or, to be more accurate, what was left of it. As Zlatcov pulled up to the wreckage, several of the team dropped out of the forward hatch and scrambled over. They found Jenny O’Neill’s body strapped in the pilot’s seat, one hand still grasping the controls. Her suit had been holed in a dozen places, by shrapnel and two heavy slugs, and she’d bled out before the cold of space could kill her. They lifted her body out and carried it back to Poison, and Zlatcov turned the ship back toward the Lady Lex. A hard, cold knot grew inside of her, and she gripped the controls so tightly the leather of her suit gloves was stretched over her knuckles. When the Poison docked with the Lady Lex, Zlatcov quickly unbuckled and stormed off the ship. She had a look of murder in her eyes. 
 
    “Nadija, wait!” said Shupe as she helped Doctor Morano load Stenger on to a stretcher. Knight held up a hand to wave her off. 
 
    “Let her go,” said the Sergeant Major. He commed the bridge and told them she was coming.  
 
    Zlatcov stormed down the main corridor and climbed up the ladder to the bridge. Meric stood to meet her, and caught her fist as she swung at him. Her hand dropped down into her right boot and came up with the 3mm hideout gun. She pointed it at the floor, knuckles white on the grip.  
 
    “Those, my, friends!” she screamed at him, Russian accent breaking through. “YOU KILLED THEM!” The pistol wavered in her hand as she raised it, arm shaking. Behind her, Chief Sparks had her own arm cocked back, heavy bladed throwing knife held behind her ear.  
 
    “Nadija, if you feel you have to, go ahead. I don’t know how we were exposed, but I promise you, we WILL kill whoever did it.” 
 
    A deadly silence reigned on the repressurized bridge, punctured only by Zlatcov’s ragged breathing. She settled her aim and pointed it at Meric’s eye. Solbliatski stepped forward, interposing himself between the angry pilot and his Captain. 
 
    “Get out of my way, Ski, or I will shoot you too. This is almost as much your fault as it is his.” She shifted her aim past the old man, back to what she could see of Meric’s face.  
 
     “Nadija, I know how it got out. I just ran through the intel we ripped from the Frigate’s bridge. A French operative intercepted a conversation on Miranda Station that mentioned our target. Something a spy cam picked up in a restaurant.” He hesitated.  
 
    “Go on, Ski,” said Meric, his eyes never leaving Zlatcov’s.  
 
    “You were mentioned by name, Nadija. They overheard Team Poison discussing the mission.” 
 
    “No!” she whispered. “NYET!” Nadija Zlatcov shouted and lifted the pistol. She placed it to her head and squeezed the trigger a split second after Chief Spark’s throwing knife intercepted her hand, fouling her aim. The round ricocheted off the ceiling and shattered a console. Commander Merrifield tackled her from the side and wrapped her in a bear hug. The gun clattered to the deck and the pilot collapsed into a moaning, crying mess in his arms.  
 
    “Get her to sickbay; call Doc Morano and tell her what happened,” said Meric, quietly, to Chief Sparks. She nodded and helped the XO carry her over to the ladder. 
 
    Steuben spoke up from his console. “Captain, I have a beacon, no, two beacons, four kilometers from the ship. Might be our missing crewmen.” 
 
    “Lt. Commander McHale, take Poison and go get them, please.” 
 
    McHale didn’t move, just sat at the pilot seat and stared at the view screen.  
 
    “McHale. Alex. Go get them.”  
 
    “Huh? Oh, yeah, OK.” He stood and left the bridge, shoulders slumped. They’d won the battle, but maybe lost the war. The crew of Lexington was broken.  
 
    Meric ordered Asote to plot a course to the nearest star system with a habitable planet and went back to his own cabin. Once he got there, he poured a very long drink of whiskey straight from a bottle and then smashed the glass against the wall. Someone had placed that mine on his ship, and that someone was going to pay, if they had to follow the trail straight to New France itself. 
 
    He thought about the crewmen who’d died, and lowered his head to the desk. Outside the cabin, he knew he’d have to be strong and comforting to his crew. But who, he asked himself, comforts the Captain? Tears rolled down his face.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    **** 
 
    Gar and Torres floated in space, separated by a few feet and a kilometer away from the ship. A half an hour ago, Torres had thrown the detached tail away. Now he anxiously monitored his air supply, watching the needle fall through the orange and into red. He also imagined that his heater was failing, imagined the chill of deep space creeping into his suit. Panic, the number one killer in space, started to rear its ugly head.  
 
    “Oh, hey,” said Gar, breaking his hibernating silence. “I forgot. Flip on your emergency beacon.”  
 
    “My what?”  
 
    “Your emergency beacon. Red switch on your chest, left side. You station guys don’t have them, but all ship’s crew wear them. I forgot.” 
 
    Torres swore a blue streak in Spanish. “You mean we’ve been floating out here for three hours, and I have been freaking the hell out while you hibernate, because you FORGOT?! Ugh, you puta!” 
 
    “Hey, chill out. They’ll be here in a bit. Speaking of putas, did ever tell you about the time I was banging this Orion Slave girl? So, like, her owner comes in and I’m like BLEGH BLEGH BLEGH, going at it, and I get so freaked out that my tail comes off. I was out of balance for a month till it grew back. So there I was, nailing this OTHER chick, and, because of my balance, I fall off…” 
 
    Torres switched off his suit radio and waited for pickup.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    The bodies of Jenny O’Neill and Lloyd Behm lay in their sealed coffins on the hangar deck. Tradition, going back far into the timeless past, called for the bodies of the dead to be sent back to the nothing from which they’d come. Meric hated it, hated the thought of cruising for a million years, frozen, lost in the void. Instead, they orbited a placid green and blue world, unspoiled, with oceans and continents, life abounding. 
 
    Most of the crew stood in suits, only a few on watch throughout the ship. The hangar doors had been repaired, and they stood closed while Specialist Nate McClearn, who also hailed from O’Neill’s home world of Éire, held a bagpipe to his lips. The notes of Amazing Grace, unchanged for more than six hundred years, filled the hangar and seemed to echo throughout the confined space.  
 
    When it died out, Meric stepped forward between the two black coffins. Behm had been killed when he was caught by an emergency door slamming shut, a hazard to all spacers. There had been no bodies to recover from the Poison Assault Team, and Schmetzer was gone.  
 
    “Lieutenant Jennifer Patricia O’Neill. Ensign Amanda Schmetzer. Warrant Officer Lloyd Behm. Chief Warrant Officer Chris McCann. Sergeant Major Thomas Stedham. Sergeant Jon Atkinson. Sergeant Peter Martel. Specialist Levi David. Specialist Benjamin Blacklock. Medic Sarah Elizabeth. Specialist T’hic.” He didn’t speak of the twelfth casualty. Nadija Zlatcov lay in a sickbay bed, staring blindly at the wall. 
 
    “Eleven people I considered my family. I failed them, and their deaths are my responsibility. I can only say that, as your captain, I will try to do better.” He stopped for a second, thought about what to say, and continued. 
 
    “All of you serve with me for a variety of reasons, but inside, we all hate our common enemy. Yes, the primary purpose of this raid was for money, but every franc we take out of the enemy’s pockets is one less for them to spend on ships and materiel to continue the war. These eleven men and women gave their lives for what, ultimately, is the cause of freedom. I don’t know any nobler cause to die for. Midshipman Schmetzer gave her life to save the ship, and her friends. I don’t…” and he stopped. It took him a full minute to go on.  
 
    “I don’t know what to say to that. She was something special and unique that only comes along at the worst of times, and I’ll do my best to honor her sacrifice.” 
 
    “Last, let me say this. We will find out who set this ambush, and we will get, if not answers, then revenge. I have been hurt too many times by the French, and although I know it’s a war, and people die, I cannot bear sitting on the edge anymore. From here on out, Lady Lex goes to war. Any who wish to leave can sign out at Jamesport. I hope you’ll stay.” 
 
    He placed a hand on each coffin; one covered by the green and gold of the Éire flag, the other in the black and red of Prussia, and flipped his helmet closed. Chief Sparks blew on her boson’s whistle, two clear notes, and the crew all closed their helmets.  
 
    To one side, Sergeant Major Knight stood, ramrod straight, at attention. Orr, Yee, and Cahr stood at Port Arms, grav rifles at forty-five degrees across their chests. The air was pulled out of the hangar by pumps and quickly became vacuum. Then the hangar doors rolled back to let in the sunlight, and show the arc of the world below. An escort detail lifted the coffins and carried them to the edge of the deck, Meric standing behind Behm’s and McHale behind O’Neill’s. He’d just come from sickbay, checking on Zlatcov. 
 
    “Ready!” barked SGM Knight. The three men turned slightly to the left.  
 
    “Aim!” and rifles were lifted to shoulders.  
 
    “FIRE!” and three simultaneous blinding, soundless flashes of light.  
 
    They did this two more times, and returned their rifles to port arms.  
 
    Meric first, and then McHale in turn, pushed each coffin into the void. They sailed outward to orbit the nameless world, and eventually burn up in the atmosphere, contributing their atoms to the life below them.  
 
    “Till we meet again…” said Meric over his suit radio.  
 
    “…under a different sun,” the rest of their friends answered in the traditional Spacer’s farewell. They filed out, leaving Meric and McHale to stand there for a very long time, watching the blue and green world beneath him. Then the two men turned and walked away.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part II 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    Major Jean LeFiere inhaled deeply on the cigarette, making the tip glow cherry red. He held it out in front of his prisoner’s face, closer and closer to her eye. She glared back at him, even though she could feel the heat. Instead of putting it into her eye, LeFiere buried it in her shoulder. She screamed in pain, then stifled it to a grunt.  
 
    “Midshipman…Amanda…Schmetzer…Britannic Royal… Navy!” she managed to gasp out.  
 
    The Legionnaire sat back on his chair and inhaled on the cigarette again. “Edit that out,” he said to the unseen watchers. “Her response. Leave the burning and her screams.” 
 
    Turning back to the pilot, he opened up his tablet and started reading aloud. “Amanda Jane Schmetzer, born on Neues München 20 August, 2260, parents killed in a belt mining accident 2267, sold into slavery after pirate raid, escaped to Jamesport during fighting on Solaris Three. Signed on as pilot apprentice on the pirate ship known as ‘Lexington’ in 2281.” He put the tablet back down on the table, but left it on.  
 
    If only you knew the actual truth, she thought to herself, someday America is going to come back and kick your ass! then pushed it far back in her mind.  
 
    “Quite the adventurous life you’ve led, for someone so young, Fräuline Schmetzer. You will, of course, be hung, but first things first. Tell me about Captain Meric. I have quite the file on him, but what is he like as a man? Do you think he will come to get you?” 
 
    Instead of giving him the answer he wanted, Schmetzer stuck to the flimsy cover story that Meric had drilled into her. “I am a midshipman in His Majesty King William’s Navy, on assignment to conduct a survey—” 
 
    Her answer was cut short by LeFiere jamming the cigarette into her left eye. She screamed at the top of her lungs and fell over sideways in the chair as he laughed at her pain. “Sometimes, I really do enjoy my job, Fräuline. Usually I have to be so, how do you say it in German, freistehend? Detached, you would say in English. But at times, I really do get some jouissance, some enjoyment.”  
 
    Leaving the sobbing woman strapped to the chair, he stripped off the latex gloves he’d been wearing and spoke again to the hidden camera. “Leave my questions in, and take out any answers, especially reference to the English. Make sure you get some closeups of her face.” 
 
    He looked at his prisoner, regarding her coolly, hand resting on his holstered pistol. “You know,” he said, “I was tempted to shoot you when you were brought in. Someone had to pay for blowing what should have been a perfect operation, and I was very angry for a while. Then I thought, why not use you as bait? Meric is an honorable man, and he will not let one of his crew suffer. Thank you for giving me what I needed.” 
 
    She spat full on his clean and pressed Legionary uniform, blood from her cracked lips splattering on the white tunic. “You talk too much!” she managed to mutter, despite the howling pain in her eye.  
 
    Pain that was forgotten as he shot her in the knee, and agony ripped through her like a bolt of lightning. The captain holstered the pistol and said to the hidden watchers, “Add that to the vid. Make sure she doesn’t bleed out.” 
 
    Then he leaned up close to the whimpering pilot and said, “Blood washes out easily from my dress tunic. Ask me how I know. Good day, Fräuline Schmetzer.” He casually straightened his black beret over his close-cropped hair and punched her once in the face.  
 
    Outside the room, he strode down the corridor to his office and waited for the video to show up on his terminal. While he sat, he watched a Legion squad run though their close quarters battle drill on another monitor. They were his personal strike team, the best humans and aliens he could collect, led by Sergeant Major Martel. He thought for a moment, and then keyed his com link. 
 
    “Sergeant, stop the exercise and come in for a moment. Give the men fifteen minutes of break.” He clicked off without waiting for an answer, but the noncom arrived in less than a minute, sweating heavily in his half armor.  
 
    “Sit,” ordered LeFiere, and Martel did. The Captain activated a holo display on his desk, and a half dozen figures sprang to life. As both watched, most crumpled to the floor as they fired their weapons, but the one in front, wearing full power armor, strode forward in the face of heavy gunfire, leaning into it as if into the wind.  
 
    “Peter,” said Aldric Martel once, softly to himself. His brother made it into the knot of attacking troops, swinging a giant boarding axe and cutting several men down, then the holo ended in a burst of light.  
 
    “He died well,” said the older brother, no emotion on his face. “Was this on the operation to catch Meric?” 
 
    “Yes,” said his commander. “They reacted quicker than I expected; the team was well trained, and died in place, destroying the ship, rather than surrender.” 
 
    “I told you. Had you let me go, I might have been able to talk him in.” 
 
    “Yes, you did, and if I had, you would be dead now, and I need you. We are going to lay a trap for Meric.” At that moment, his tablet beeped, and LeFiere saw that the interrogation video was ready.  
 
    He played it for Martel, thinking that it might bring some satisfaction to him. Instead, the big man’s mouth drew into a thin white line. “I do not like making war on women. Or torture.” 
 
    “This woman drove her fighter into a frigate, killing over a hundred and fifty sailors after she ejected. We don’t do this for enjoyment, we do it to protect the people of France. Sacrifices must be made.” 
 
    “Major,” said the NCO, “I fight because I enjoy winning, and battle. My motivations are different than yours.” 
 
    It was an argument they had often enough, and in a way, LeFiere used Martel as a check on his tendency to get carried away in his enjoyment of inflicting pain. It kept him, well, balanced.  
 
    “Of course, Aldric. I just thought you would like to know that I am doing something to avenge your brother’s death.” 
 
    “He died doing what he loved, what we both love—the fight. It is enough. If I may, Sir?” and he stood to go, an unpleasant look on his face. 
 
    “Of course,” said the Major. When Martel had left, he started sending the video of Midshipman Schmetzer’s torture to a contact he knew of on Miranda, one he knew would make sure Meric saw it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
     “…after the Sino-American war of 2038 CE, the population of the North American continent fell to under thirty-eight million, with most survivors living in rural areas. Infrastructure breakdowns actually caused more loss of life than the limited nuclear attacks.  
 
    Although the United States ceased to exist as a polity in 2041 CE, elements of the American Constitution were incorporated in the chartering documents of various Star Nations, though often this was more lip service than anything. Corporations continued to manipulate various factions…”  
 
    Meric’s office com keyed, and he called, “Come in.” Setting aside the history book, he looked up as Zlatcov stepped through the doorway. The pilot looked horrible, seeming to have aged a dozen years in the last two weeks. Unless something was done about her, he knew that she’d jump ship tomorrow when they docked at Jamesport.  
 
    “Have a seat, Nadija,” he said, motioning to a chair. Instead she remained standing, at a rigid position of attention, and laid a piece of paper on his desk. 
 
    Her commander ignored it, instead looking at her and waiting for her to speak. After a tense moment, she said, “That is my resignation, Captain. I wish to debark at Jamesport, and I will need to withdraw all my credits from the ship’s account.” 
 
    “OK,” he said simply, “dismissed.” 
 
    She stood there, looking confused. “Aren’t you going to say anything?” she said after a moment. 
 
    He picked his tablet back up and resumed reading, saying simply, “No. Good luck.” 
 
    After she left, Meric commed the Chief. “Sparky, remember what we talked about last night? Have you come up with a solution?” 
 
    “I think so, Captain. I’ll handle it,” she replied.  
 
    “No doubt,” he laughed, and signed off.  
 
    **** 
 
    A very troubled Nadija Zlatcov made her way back to her cabin and resumed packing her bags, only pausing when there was a knock on her own door. Wiping her eyes, she looked over at the empty bunk where Jenny O’Neill’s personal effects were boxed up to send back to her relatives. The knock came again, and she opened the door. 
 
    Chief Sparks stood in the doorway, looked around, and walked in, uninvited. The diminutive woman sat down at the chair that had been under O’Neill’s desk, turning it around to lean on the back. She said nothing, just stared at the pilot. 
 
    “Either say something, or get out,” said Zlatcov, turning her back on the Chief. 
 
    Her face was slammed into the bunk, knocking her sprawling onto the floor. She tried to get up, but a boot hammered into the back of her neck, making her see stars. Then the chair legs landed on her head, pinning the Russian to the floor, the smaller woman leaning all her weight into it to hold her. 
 
    The pilot struggled to push herself up, but a cross brace held her tightly; she couldn’t move her neck and had no leverage. Instead, she swept her legs across the Chief’s ankle, sending her sprawling. Instantly the pilot was up and kicking at her opponent. 
 
    Sparks grinned, took a kick on her arm, and flipped onto her feet. The next fifteen seconds were a flurry of strikes, blows and blocks, all confined to the narrow area between the bunks, neither giving quarter. The Chief used her smaller size to her advantage, getting under Zlatcov’s guard and landing a blow to her solar plexus. Her breath left her in a whoosh, and the pilot collapsed onto her bunk. 
 
    Sparks whipped out a knife from her boot and held it to Zlatcov’s neck, the razor sharp ceramic blade just along the artery. She watched as the pilot’s blue eyes grew wide, and grinned. 
 
    “So Meric sent you to shame me into staying?” asked the Russian, shakily. 
 
    “Nope,” said Sparks. “I came here to kill you. Still haven’t made up my mind yet.” She pressed the flat of the blade a little closer. “Better to do it now, then have you get some other good people killed.” 
 
    “Please…don’t,” whispered Zlatcov. Her whole body was shaking. 
 
    Sparks sat back and the knife disappeared. “So you do want to live,” she said, matter of factly. 
 
    To her surprise, Nadija Zlatcov did. She felt it scream out from deep inside her soul, and started to weep. Sparks knelt in front of her and put her arms around the woman’s shoulders, holding her tightly. 
 
    “It’s OK, I know all about wanting to die. I’ve been there. You screwed up, Nadija, and I have too. Just remember, we’re in a war, and the bad guys will screw up, too. We’re human.” 
 
    “But…Jenny…” sobbed Zlatcov. 
 
    “Was a soldier, like you, like me. She knew the risks, and took them. Was it any different when you were in the CCCP Fleet?” 
 
    “But, we do this for money. It IS different.” 
 
    Sparks laughed, a deep laugh made rough by too many cigarettes. “Do you really think that we do this for MONEY? We do it because we love it. There are a thousand easier ways to make money, Nadija.” She paused and looked at her with a smile, then continued, “And you’re going to keep doing it, because you want to live.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Live? I will live if I leave this stupid war.” 
 
    The Chief shook her head. “No, sister. Leave this life, and sure as shit, you’ll be sitting in a Jamesport alley a year from now, pushing smack into your arm, or a wire in your head, turning into a braindead vegetable.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Meric looked up as his door chimed again, and said, “Come in.” He was never going to finish reading his history book, though what he was actually doing was avoiding looking at the ship’s books.  
 
    Zlatcov strode in, took the paper that was still sitting on his desk, spun, and without a word, walked out. She turned right and disappeared down the corridor, and in a moment, Chief Sparks stuck her head in the door, a grin on her bloody and bruised face. 
 
    “Should I ask?” said Meric. 
 
    “No, you shouldn’t,” said the Chief. She nodded, and disappeared back toward the bridge. 
 
    Meric shook his head and picked up the book again. Some things were always better left to the crew, he knew.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    “Unidentified ship on system bearing three niner zero, shut down all engines or you will be fired on. Only warning,” came the crisp, professional voice of Jamesport Control. They could see, even from ten light minutes out, the blinding flare of antimatter drives as interceptors lit off.  
 
    Meric nodded, and McHale cut their power. They drifted, ballistic, while Box talked to Jamesport Control, establishing their credentials. Hanging above a blue and green jewel of a planet, a replica of Earth and the premier colony on this side of the Rift, Jamesport orbital was merely an extension of the sprawling planetside shipyard and naval base. Heavy antigrav tugs lowered ships of the line down through the atmosphere to rest in drydocks for major overhauls that couldn’t be done in vacuum.  
 
    “Damn, look at that. Frenchies must have hit them pretty hard,” said Solbliatski. The intel officer was using the Lex’s powerful optics to scan the Britannic Seventh Fleet. “I can only count eight battleships and two carriers. Too far out to count anything smaller, and two of them have bad radiation leaks. Unless they’re detached, they’re down three BB’s and a CA. Of course, some might be on the far side of the planet, but that negates integrated fire…” 
 
    “Not really our business. We need to get our own intel, do some recruiting and put in for repairs,” said Meric.  
 
    “Speaking of which, we need to talk about money,” said the XO. Merrifield was tapping at things on his pad, checking off the repairs done versus what was needed at the shipyard.  
 
    Meric nodded and said, “Staff meeting at 1600 today, all section heads. We’ll discuss it then. Starboard watch has liberty starting at 0800 station time tomorrow, day on, day off with port watch. Teams’ liberty will be run by their chiefs.” 
 
    A quiet settled on the bridge, and Meric instantly realized that he had said “Teams”, plural. It was a rote speech he used whenever they came into port; they had lost men and woman before, but only as individuals. For a moment, his heart felt extremely heavy, and he asked himself if it was worth it. For the first time, he didn’t know.  
 
    Chief Sparks leaned over and asked, quietly, “Are we hiring another combat crew? We’re also short a shuttle.” 
 
    “I already have someone in mind. I think I’m going to bring on Agostine’s crew,” he said tentatively. It would kill two birds with one stone. That brought a stifled bark of amusement from McHale, who quickly looked busy. The Chief, however, started to swell.  
 
    “Listen, Sparky, before you flip your shit,” said Meric, holding up his hand, “I know your history with them. I’m sure Jones wouldn’t have thrown you through that window if you hadn’t gotten his boss into such a bad position. They’re fiercely loyal to each other.” 
 
    “He’s a smart guy, a good Captain,” she grinned at the memory, “but not the best at hand to hand. I could have killed him right then and there.” 
 
    “And I’m glad you didn’t, because you’d be dead right now,” said Meric. “O’Neill had you covered with her shotgun, and it was only her sister stepping in that made her put it up.” Jenny’s younger sister, Brit, ran with a soldier of fortune crew, the Irregular Scouts, based out of Jamesport orbital. They fought hard against the French, but drew the line at hurting bystanders; no one ever turned up their noses at a good mix up between mercs and privateer crews, though.  
 
    “I think half the problem you might have is that they ARE such a tight knit group,” he ventured.  
 
    “We can use a well-trained crew, no doubt, but they’re going to have to operate MY way. And that pig, Zivcovic, if he spits on my deck I’m going to kill him. What makes you think they’ll sign on anyway?” she said.  
 
    “Because when Brit O’Neill finds out she’s lost another sister, she is going to flip her shit, and become an unstoppable force of nature,” answered Meric, “and when we go for our revenge, we’re going to need it. Especially their ground expertise.”  
 
    **** 
 
    “So tell me again how we got ambushed,” said Chief Sparks to Solbliatski. She and the Intel chief were in his cabin, mulling over the events of the past few weeks. Along with Meric, he was the only one on board who really knew her history, not just the rumors that ran around the crew deck. The old Annie Sparks, not that that was her real name, was about to come back to life.  
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that extensively. Yes, they overhead a conversation that shouldn’t have happened. We put too much faith in Miranda station’s security protocols.” The old man had sent off a message to Margeri Brown, detailing the reason for the ambush, though not the number of casualties they had taken.  
 
    Ski’s leathery skin wrinkled in concentration. “The tip I received was from Cal Mason; he’s never steered me wrong in twenty years.” 
 
    “And who gave him that tip?” asked Sparks. 
 
    “Well, the research project was pretty well known; it had been in the press. Location, though, that was classified. The informant who gave it to him seems to have disappeared.” 
 
    “Dead?” she asked. She knew the ansible had been going non-stop between him and his sources, at incredible expense.  
 
    “Probably. The DSG has agents in Jamesport, just as MI7 has theirs in all the French colonies. I think we fell prey to a pretty good misinformation campaign.”  
 
    “Give me the info on your source, and I’ll run them down,” said Sparks, a look of grim determination on her face.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    Eighteen hours later, Annie Sparks wandered the streets outside the dry-dock facilities, the places where an unsuspecting tourist would quickly lose their valuables, if not their life. The Britannic colony was better policed than most, but there were always rough places. It kept the economy flowing and the pressure off, and the authorities often turned a blind eye.  
 
    She took a seat at an outdoor ‘café’, in reality just a couple of chairs placed in front of a grimy pub. No one who knew her would recognize her, and that’s the way she wanted it. Sparks watched the people go by, mostly dock workers getting off shift and the people who catered to them. She herself was wearing a pair of grimy overalls and had grease on her face to match. Just another local, accent and all, having a beer after a hard day.  
 
    The man she wanted to talk to seemed to be the essence of a Britannic lower class working stiff, greying hair and overly muscled from manhandling ship’s parts. In the eight hours since she’d grounded, though, Sparks had been busy, and knew he was a deep cover French operative. There were two dead bodies in her wake—one an unfortunate accident, the other intended. She’d paid a very heavy bribe to a friend at the Jamesport police, for twenty minutes’ access to their facial recognition software. The first man she was looking for, the missing cutout man, had shown up for a brief, fifteen second identification, using the picture given to her by Mason.  
 
    She’d made her way to the balcony of the tenement he was hiding out in, using the early hours of the morning to cover scaling the wall, and cracked the lock on the window, swinging in. Ten minutes later, she had what she needed, though killing the woman with him really had been an accident. A fight was a fight was a fight. “Two million to set us up; hope it was worth it, pig,” she said to his corpse.  
 
    Which had led her here, outside the King’s Arms. She watched the agent drinking a beer, noting that he held himself in constant awareness, and he’d already noted that, though she fit in, she was new. An object to be watched and marked. Time to take the offensive.  
 
    “Hi,” she said, sliding into the seat next to him. She was no Mary Sue; her combat skills had come from long and hard training, but there were always the innate female “combat” skills that had disarmed many a man. “Mindy Carstairs, just got in from Three Down. Buy a girl a drink?” she asked.  
 
    “Piss off, Downer,” he answered, turning away.  
 
    “Well,” she answered in her best put out manner, “you don’t have to be an asshole about it. Bye!” She’d given him what she’d wanted him to see, a down on her luck nobody from a planet with a shithole reputation, looking to make a quick buck. Sparks took her beer back to the table and sat down again, not looking at the man, only occasionally glancing in the window across the street to see if he was still there.  
 
    When he got up and went inside, she saw the half-drunk beer glass, and figured he’d gone to relieve himself. Taking a chance, she stood and brushed by the table, dropping the micro transmitter adhesive side up on his chair, and went and ordered herself another one. Seeing him come back out and sit down again, she smiled a small smile to herself. When the Poison team got her call, there would be a reckoning.  
 
    The man finished the beer and left, unaware that he now had a passive locator beacon attached to his coveralls. It was a tiny piece of radioactive material that would be picked up easily by a shuttle scanner; right now Zlatcov was doing practice gunnery runs at the Jamesport Rod & Gun club, a ten thousand acre free fire zone that rented out airspace and targets. In the back of the shuttle, Team Poison sat with full combat gear, Scotty Orr watching the tracker.  
 
    Sparks let the man walk away, and said into her throat mic, “Moving. I’m staying put. Let’s see where he goes.” 
 
    “Roger,” answered Orr.  
 
    She could have gone back to her contact in the Jamesport police, but even that one time had been expensive, more than they could afford. Combining that with a bribe to quiet whatever ruckus developed when they hit them would put a very big dent in the Lady Lex’s budget.  
 
    After twenty minutes, she drained her own beer and got up, walked over to where a couple were sitting at another table fifty meters away, and sat down. “Evening, kids, God save the king and all that. Next time, try not to be so bloody obvious, as you might say.” 
 
    “Chief Sparks,” answered the man, the older of the MI7 agents, “we’re bloody obvious because we WANT to be bloody obvious. Your target there kept eyeing us, and it helped take attention off of you. Just please, try not to level any buildings?” 
 
    “If you know who he is, why don’t you go after him? Or tell us where he is?” she asked. 
 
    The woman glanced at her companion for confirmation, and he nodded. “Office politics, Chief. We have our factions too. And we can blame this one on your ship, and continue to watch the others. I will say that there’s a meeting tonight, wherever he happens to go. If you could tell us whom, before Naval Intelligence finds out…” 
 
    “Ah, I see, MI7 vs the BNI!” she smiled. “Well, don’t worry, we’ll do your dirty work for you. Have a good evening, and I hope to never see you again.”  
 
    “Oh, you won’t unless we want you to, Ms. Strauss.” 
 
    Sparks froze at the mention of her real name, instantly on alert. The man smiled, nodded, and the couple walked off.  
 
    “Goddamn, I’m glad I’m out of that game,” she muttered.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30  
 
    “And we’ve got him stationary. Nadija, bring us around the city, bearing 273 degrees, and take us to fifteen thousand so we can get a hot spot on him.” Rob Knight was looking over Orr’s shoulder, watching the display.  
 
    For this mission, Zlatcov had installed a Forward Looking Infrared Scanner pod on the shuttle, and Orr matched it to the location of the tracker. They had tied into the Jamesport GPS system, and the pilot carefully lifted and rotated the ship in the direction indicated.   
 
    “And…there we go. Four bodies, inside a storage facility, one on the outside on each end,” said Orr.  
 
    “Can you give me a grid?” asked Sparks over the radio. “I want to meet you there after you take them down.” 
 
    “How about we let you do this one yourself, Sparky?” said Orr. 
 
    “How about I’m not stupid, Scotty?” 
 
    Knight smiled, and turned to Zlatcov to give her the grid. The shuttle heeled over and dropped out of the range’s airspace, then powered across the landscape, bouncing over hills and valleys. It was a rough ride; although the ship was trans-atmospheric, it was most at home in space. Zlatcov wrestled with the controls, trying to stay below Jamesport’s radar.  
 
    They flared into a warehouse area, and the back ramp dropped, hovering fifteen feet off the ground. Fast roping out, the six men and women of Team Poison spread out in a circle, weapons up, and the shuttle lifted back to standoff range. Their target was two rows down in a decrepit part of town, and they had several deserted buildings to pass. The FLIR had shown a large, open building, scattered cargo boxes inside. 
 
    With hand signals, they separated into two teams, one for outside security, the other to assault. Knight, Orr and Stenger looked around the corner to the building entrance, where one man stood outside. Shupe, Cahr and Yee continued around another building to get eyes on the rear entrance.  
 
    “Stunners only,” signaled Knight. They knew the deal; stunners until they received return fire. Then it was gloves off. He set a timer, counting down in their HUDs, and at zero, Orr stuck his pistol out around the corner, lined up the barrel on the sentry twenty meters away through his camera sight, and fired.  
 
    The man crumpled as the electric stunner charge hit him; Knight and Stenger flowed around Orr, covering the distance in seconds with their servo assisted semi-mechs, Orr right behind them. Tank hit the door with both feet, and it crashed down.  
 
    The Sergeant Major fired a half dozen stun grenades into the interior, ear splitting cracks and blinding flashes, each accompanied by a neuro whip that, even meters away, set their minds on edge.  
 
    One of the figures dropped, and the other three spun and returned fire, inaccurate rounds that were wildly placed. Scramblers did that to you. The three Poison attackers dove for the floor, dropping the stunners and pulling out high velocity carbines. They returned fire in a blistering barrage that caused the three men to scatter behind cargo containers. 
 
    “BRAVO, back door, NOW!” shouted Knight into his radio. Even before he’d finished saying it, the rear door to the warehouse blew open, and the other three crew piled in, catching the defenders from behind. One spun and fired, catching Yee in the chest, even as he was cut down by accurate fire from Shupe. The other two fell to shots from Knight and Orr, steady, deliberate fire that punched through their concealment. Despite being hit, the last one got off another burst that hit Orr in the forearm, sabot rounds that punched through the ballistic combat suit he was wearing. He yelled and cursed, even as Cahr drilled the last man in the back.  
 
    “ALPHA, MOVING EAST!” shouted Tank into the radio, and he charged up the right side of the warehouse, followed by his two teammates. This wasn’t so different from fighting in a large cargo bay of a ship they were taking down; the objective was to sweep and clear for hostiles, capturing prisoners for ransom if possible. 
 
    He spotted his target hiding behind a cargo container, trying to get underneath into an impossibly small space. Stenger grabbed him by the legs and hauled him out, easily fending off the disoriented stab of a vibro knife, stamping on the man’s wrist and breaking it.  
 
    “GOT HIM!” he yelled, and jabbed a needle into the struggling man’s neck. His prisoner went from active to still in about thirty seconds. While he waited, Tank heard three single carbine shots, his team finishing off the other men. The guards outside were out of it for at least another half an hour and had seen nothing, but the Jamesport police would be squeezing the shit out of them soon enough.  
 
    He threw the captive over his massive shoulder and carried him like a bag of flour to the center of the warehouse, where Shupe was treating Orr’s arm. Yee was gasping, still trying to catch his breath while pulling pieces of shattered ceramic plate from his vest.  
 
    Rob Knight opened up the shirt of one of the dead men, took out a light and set it to UV, shining it on his chest. Amidst the blood could be seen the glowing outline of a Fleur-de-Lis, with a stylized number five over it.  
 
    “Legionnaire Commandos, Fifth Brigade, specializing in assassination,” whistled Knight. “I think the boys over at MI7 are going to owe us big time for this.” 
 
    “What about him?” asked Orr, gritting his teeth in pain. “Can I get some payback for Sarah?” 
 
    Knight smiled and said, “That’s the Captain’s business. We just Tommy this and Tommy that, don’t you know? And three of the Fifth is a start, lad. It’s a good start.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    As they rose through the atmosphere to dock with the Lady Lex, Shupe sat and ran vitals on Orr, making sure he wasn’t going into shock. She was more concerned, though, about Cahr. He was sitting in the jump seat opposite her, weapon cradled unseeing in his arms. His stare went through her and through the bulkhead, and for all she knew, into eternity.  
 
    She glanced over at Knight, who was trying to get a pipe lit. When he caught her gaze, she nodded at Cahr. The Sergeant Major got up and sat down next to his apprentice. Reaching over, he placed the carbine on safe, took it out of Cahr’s unresisting hands and gently placed it in a rack.  
 
    The Private put his head in his hands and breathed deeply, almost hyperventilating. Knight sat down again next to him and waited.  
 
    “Jimmy, lad. Are you OK?” 
 
    The teenager shook his head, but said nothing. Knight looked at the others, and they moved away, out of notional earshot.  
 
    “Talk to me, kid,” said the older man. “You were OK after the assault on the ship, but this was different, wasn’t it?” 
 
    After a moment, Cahr looked up and said, “Yeah. Yeah it was. Before, I dunno, we were in suits, and, well, it was just like in the sims. But this time…” He closed his eyes, but the scene stayed before him. The man in his sight picture, the look of anger and fear, mortal terror on his face, the red dot of his holo settled just above his chest.  
 
    “I…I hesitated. I had the shot, and I couldn’t take it. Sergeant Major, that was a man in front of me. Not a sim, or a spacesuit. I… that was when Specialist Orr got hit, I think.” 
 
    “Not by the man you targeted. That had nothing to do with you. So what did you do next?” asked Knight, his tone neutral.  
 
    “Well,” said Cahr after a long moment, “he was hit by someone else. I saw, I saw his head explode, so I…I shifted fire and engaged my next target.”  
 
    “Which is what you should have done,” answered Knight.  
 
    “But I shot him in the back!” exclaimed Cahr.  
 
    Knight sighed, and said, “Jim, do you think this is a game? Some kind of live action training exercise?” 
 
    “No, of course not! That’s what I’m trying to say!” cried the Private.  
 
    “Good,” answered Knight. “Because if those Five Batt men had had a chance to get the drop on us, they would have killed you, me and anyone else that got in your way.” 
 
    “But how does that make us any different than them?” asked Cahr. 
 
    “Does it? I like to think we’re the good guys more often than we’re the bad guys.”  
 
    Knight shifted to look Cahr right in the eye. “Listen, kid. This isn’t for everyone. Jamesport is your home; if you want to get off the ship, we understand.” 
 
    The younger man looked at the rest of Team Poison, back to where Shupe was checking Yee for broken ribs. “Are we really the good guys?” he asked Knight.  
 
    “Like I said, most of the time. More often than not.” 
 
    “And what about…what about today? I screwed up,” was the miserable answer.  
 
    “Nobody died because of it,” answered his boss. “Not like the times I screwed up.” 
 
    A surprised look crossed Cahr’s face. “You?” 
 
    “Yeah. I was a squad leader, back on Osiris, twenty-three, no, twenty-four years ago. I screwed up the coordinates of an airstrike. I hadn’t slept in three days, was running on stims, and I flipped a grid.” 
 
    “So what happened?” asked Cahr.  
 
    Knight lifted his shirt to show a massive surgical scar across his abdomen. “I spent three months in Victoria orbital, recuperating.” 
 
    “What about your squad?”  
 
    A far off look appeared on his face, and after a moment he continued. “Most of them made it out OK. Some light wounds. We were dug in, and Mark III always was a shitty piece of ordnance. Gina Bartoli, well, they did a DNA scan, so I’m pretty sure she’s out there, mixed in with the mud.” 
 
    “But, I dunno, anyone can make mistakes when you’re tired,” said Cahr.  
 
    “And anyone can be human, too, Jim. It means you’re not completely dead inside if you can see your enemy as a person. It does make us the good guys. Mostly.”  
 
    Knight got up and left Cahr to his thoughts, and his nightmares. He made his way into the cockpit and sat down in the copilot’s seat. “Need a break?” he asked Zlatcov. 
 
    “No, we’re on auto pilot. She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” 
 
    They were approaching Lexington, and her dark hull, usually black against space, was lit by a dozen welding torches. They sparked and flared, and light shone out of the open hangar, reflecting on stray particles of atmosphere. 
 
    “Yes, she is,” answered Knight. He said nothing more as it grew to fill the windscreen.  
 
    After a moment, Zlatcov whispered, “I’m sorry, Jenny, but I’ve got to fly.” 
 
    “I think she would understand, Nadija,” said Knight, but not really in answer to her.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    “I see you’ve been scalp hunting.” 
 
    Nate Meric sat in front Admiral Smythe-Jordan’s desk, in a relaxed position. This was going to be a poker game for high stakes, and he was counting on the historic rivalry between MI7 and the BNI, Britannic Naval Intelligence service. If the two agencies were playing any better than normal, he might be up a creek. His ship existed only by their permission; at a word from the Admiral, it could be seized or blown out of the sky. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Smitty,” he answered.  
 
    Above the desk appeared a holo, showing the three dead Legionaries. Meric’s face remained impassive, merely glancing at it and looking up again.  
 
    “And what’s that supposed to be? Gang fight or something?” 
 
    “Nate, don’t play stupid with me. Your shuttle disappeared off radar, then reappeared fifteen minutes later, headed for your ship like a bloody bat out of hell.” The holo switched to a course track. “Thankfully Leftenant Zlatcov is a smart enough pilot that we can’t actually pin your people to the scene of the crime.”  
 
    “Was it a crime? I heard that whomever did this took out some kind of Frog death squad. I’d think you might owe that person a huge favor.” Meric sat back and cracked his knuckles, something he knew annoyed the old man.  
 
    Smythe-Jordan hated his assignment to BNI. He would much rather have been walking the command bridge of a fleet flagship, watching anti-matter drives flare and plasma beams burn through shields. Not dealing with jumped up salvage haulers who smart-talked back to him.  
 
    “There’s also the matter of the destruction of the RFF Roi de la Lumière. Nicely done, but there is a convention against kinetic bombardment from outsystem,” growled the Admiral. It was something that he would have liked to pull himself, but the rules of war were the rules of war. 
 
    Meric smirked, knowing how much it needled the stiff Englishman. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but regardless, I’m a dirty common American; we don’t fight by the rules.” 
 
    Smythe glared at him; the treatment of the people of Old Earth was a bitter subject among the various Britannic worlds. Some argued for outright annexation on humanitarian grounds; others were happy to let them rot, blaming the Collapse on the old United States.  
 
    “Regardless, we need your ship. Twelfth Fleet destroyer escorts have taken a beating, and we’re pressing your ship to fill in an escort role,” said the Admiral.  
 
    “What the hell does that have to do with BNI?” asked Meric, a bit stunned.  
 
    “Nothing,” smiled Smythe-Jordan, enjoying the look on the younger man’s face. “We just figured that, if you were called into the Twelfth Fleet HQ, you and your ship would run like a scared rabbit, and we know how bloody hard it is to find you.” 
 
    “You can’t do this, I’ve got connections in New London, and a Letter of Marque!” Meric protested.  
 
    “New London is on the other side of the Rift. We’re right here. Is this going to be a problem?” The Admiral made an exaggerated motion toward his computer keyboard, implying a threat.  
 
    The American sighed and asked, “For how long?”  
 
    “I knew you’d see it our way. Just for a raid on LaMout. No more than six months.” 
 
    “Two months,” was his counter offer. The Admiralty had done this before, and would do it again. It actually wasn’t a bad way to make some extra money, and it helped with his crew’s cover stories. Still, he couldn’t just give in without negotiating.  
 
    “Seven. I can do this all day, Captain Meric.” The old man smiled, showing yellowed teeth.  
 
    Meric sat back, seemingly defeated. “Can I at least get a full workup in the yards?” 
 
    Smyth smiled, and said, “Nothing but the best for our American friends.” 
 
    “Who will be the destroyer squadron commander?” 
 
    “Commodore Lord Pennington,” and even the Admiral almost winced when he said it.  
 
    “Bad Penny? I see why you’ve lost so many destroyers!” said Meric. He didn’t wait to be dismissed, just stood and walked out.  
 
    **** 
 
    As he took the slideways to the docks, he thought hard about his next options. To be honest, he thought a few months cruising with the Navy might be just the thing the crew needed. Instill some discipline, let the new guys get a workout before tackling some more prizes.  
 
    On the other hand, it could easily get them killed. Being under Pennington’s command was pretty much a good way to get your ship holed. His idea of tactics was to absorb more fire than the enemy, to see who would quit first. Fine when you command a battleship, death on a destroyer or light cruiser.  
 
    Still, even he wasn’t stupid enough to disregard the Lexington’s capabilities. First things first, though, he had to recruit more crew. Specifically, go see Agostine and his merry band, and break the bad news to Brit O’Neill.  
 
    The mercenary’s office was in a building that held, well, mercenaries’ offices. They ranged in size from small teams of light infantry, like Agostine’s Irregular Scouts, to a full up-armored regiment like the Hammers. The big outfits took hire directly from planetary governments, but the little guys made do where they could. 
 
    He raised his hand to ring the doorbell in room 36B after taking the lift up, but it was snatched open before he could. Rough hands grabbed him and slammed him to the floor, and he felt the cold steel of a blade pressed to his neck.  
 
    “Don’t move, or I will slice your head off, and feed you to Tibalt. He is hungry.”  
 
    “Ziv,” whispered Meric, “Would you please put that away?” 
 
    A face appeared in his vision, someone having crouched down until their face was almost touching the carpet. Oval beauty, single ice blue eye looking at him, patch over the other, fiery red hair spilling onto the carpet.  
 
    “Oh, hi, Captain! Let him up.” 
 
    He was lifted bodily off the floor and set on his feet, and the giant Jones said, “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “No problem. What’s all the fuss?” 
 
     Brit O’Neill folded her arms across her chest, and said, “We pulled a corporate job, and they screwed us out of pay, so Nick and Ahmed are out, um, seizing assets in reparations.” 
 
    “Well, I’m mainly here to see you, Brit,” said Meric, unsure of how to proceed.  
 
    Her face softened, and she said, “I know already, Nate. Nadija came by earlier to apologize.” 
 
    Dammit, that was his job, as Captain. He knew she was still beating herself up, but he was actually relieved not to have to break the news to O’Neill that her sister was dead.  
 
    “Are you OK? I know you and Jenny were close, especially after Sandy died.”  
 
    For a brief instant, pain and overwhelming grief shone out of that one incredibly ice blue eye, and then was buried deeply again. “I’m fine. Why else are you here?” 
 
    “How would you like a job that takes you off planet for a bit?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33  
 
    They were a tight team, Meric had to admit to himself. He sat in the corporate reception area and drank some coffee while they waited for their boss to return. No one asked any questions about his offer; that was for leadership to decide.  
 
    O’Neill sat a computer terminal, researching something, and Jones could be heard lifting weights in another room, with Zivcovic spotting and egging him on. Across the room, that damned walking frigging werewolf just lay and eyed him like a piece of meat.  
 
    “Tibalt, stop, you’re being rude,” commented the redhead without looking. The Andalorian grinned and barked a few words, which came out of the speaker on his neck as, “Not eat, just messing with you.” It (he?) lifted his massive bulk and disappeared into another room. 
 
    “Don’t mind Tibalt, he’s actually really nice, like a big pussycat. Just a weird sense of humor.” 
 
    “When did you add him to the team?” asked Meric. He hadn’t dealt with them in over a year. “I hope you have a suit for him.”  
 
    “Six months ago. Red got his legs blown off, and we needed to replace his tracking skills.” 
 
    “Damn, how is Angelo?” Redshirt was from Earth, like him, but from the Navajo tribal lands in the southwest.  
 
    “He cashed in his stock in the company and moved back Earthside. Said he’d pushed his luck one too many times.” 
 
    “And Doc Hamilton?” 
 
    O’Neill smiled, and said, “Doing his do-gooder shit, running his clinic for the greedy masses. He’ll be here if we need him.” 
 
    At that moment, the door opened, and Agostine walked in, struggling with a heavy, military- grade containment box. Ahmed Yassir, the team sniper, was on the other end, and he smiled at the sight of Meric.  
 
    “Nathanael, Salam Alaikum!” said the Afghani, who, like Meric, was also from Earth. “Well met.” 
 
    Agostine was a bit more abrupt, struggling with the box. From inside came a muted voice, which he ignored. “Brit, get the guys to give us a hand. This sucker is HEAVY, and I took a stunner in my leg, shorted it out.” 
 
    She called into the back room, and Jones appeared, lifted the box with one hand, and took it back with him. Agostine collapsed on the couch next to Meric and started unstrapping his leg.  
 
    “Can I assume you’re here on business?” he asked while unjacking the leg from the nerve implants above his knee.  
 
    “Since you already heard about what happened to Team Knife, I’m sure you can figure it out.” It was one thing he liked about the man, no nonsense, down to business.  
 
    Agostine looked at him sideways, and Meric shook his head imperceptibly. The two were the only ones in the room who knew each other’s other life, though Meric suspected that Brit O’Neill guessed. She and the team leader were…close.  
 
    Lieutenant Colonel Nick Agostine was also in the United States Army, like Meric; cut loose into the stars to ‘see what he could do’, as was his second in command, Sergeant First Class Rob Hamilton. Meric and Agostine were on separate courses, and neither had a clue as to what the other was up to, but they both knew of the other’s existence. And each knew of others. When the time came, when the call came. If it ever came.  
 
    “I’ll put it to you straight. I need another boarding team, and I don’t have time to train one up right, so I’d like to hire you all for the next couple of cruises. What’s in the box?” he asked, knowing full well what it was.  
 
    “Seventh generation military grade Artificial Intelligence. Flag grade, capable of running an entire battlefleet.” 
 
    “Holy crap!” exclaimed Meric. “That’s worth billions of pounds!” 
 
    “One point five billion,” interjected O’Neill. “And not what you went to get.” 
 
    Agostine shrugged, and said, “Closest thing handy once security got blown. You know how it is.” 
 
    “Which means Versacorp goons are going to beat down our door any minute,” she scowled.  
 
    “No, we disabled their coms and security system, so they didn’t get a good look, and we didn’t leave any DNA for their sniffers. We SHOULD be OK. They can have it back when they pay us.” 
 
    At that moment, alarms started blaring down the street, and Doc Hamilton walked in the door. “Anyone know why there’s a full armored company of port security setting up perimeter around the building?” he asked, grabbing a donut off the table and shoving it in his face. Whereas Jones was a giant, Doc was just burly, a competitive weightlifter.  
 
    “Nick,” asked O’Neill urgently, “was that AI jacked into anything?” 
 
    “Um, yeah?” he replied. “So what?” 
 
    She groaned and started tapping on her keyboard. “At that level, it was probably linked to the Twelfth Fleet G-3, doing operations analysis. We are in DEEP SHIT. Probably has an embedded tracker, too. You’re such a moron sometimes, Nick.” 
 
    “Not to worry, Ms. O’Neill. I assume you can remove the tracker with your smooth computer skills?” 
 
    Brit shot him the finger, but disappeared into the back rooms. Meric looked at Agostine quizzically, and the mercenary laughed, nit looking worried. “Last year, when we took this office, we created an access panel to the offices below us, right into their storeroom. You can’t see it unless you know what you’re looking for. Peterson’s bunch of dickheads. They’ll find the tracker and the empty box, assume they hustled it off someplace else.” 
 
    Hamilton reappeared with a grin and a thumbs up. Thirty seconds later there was a muffled explosion and shouts of fear, anger and pain, making the floor vibrate under their feet. Gunshots rippled back and forth for about ten seconds, and then the shouting stopped.  
 
    “Even so,” said Agostine, watching out the window as bodies were hauled away, “I think we’ll take you up on your offer. Two months, standard crew wages and prize shares?” 
 
    “Extendable on request,” answered Meric, “and any of your people are free to join the crew at any time, no questions.” 
 
    “Done,” said Agostine, and the two men shook on it. Under his breath, the mercenary whispered, “E Pluribus…” and the ship’s captain answered, “…Unum.” 
 
    From the many, one.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    The refit was going well; their interrogation of the prisoner wasn’t. They had tried everything they could to break him, up to and including exposing him to the vacuum of space. He hadn’t spoken a word.  
 
    “You know,” said Ski, looking at the prisoner over a camera feed, “I think he might actually have a hypnotic block against saying anything. I’ve heard of it.” 
 
    “Which leaves us,” said a very frustrated Nate Meric, “exactly nowhere. And they want us to move out next week, start conducting exercises with the destroyer squadron.” 
 
    His meetings with Commodore Pennington had gone exactly as he expected. “You’re in His Majesty’s navy now, put on a uniform, you’re a damned pirate and should be hung, there should be a Britannic crew on your ship, yadda yadda.” Meric had almost called him out onto the Jamesport dueling grounds, but honestly, his Lordship would probably have run him through. Britannic nobles grew up on sword fighting.  
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you, Nate,” said Ski. “He was our best lead, and Sparky hasn’t turned up anything else.”  
 
    “OK, turn him over to the BNI, might as well make a gift out of him, try to garner some goodwill,” grumbled the Captain. Of course, it would pretty much be an admission of guilt for the raid on the warehouse, but screw them.  
 
    His comm blinked, and Merrifield’s face appeared on screen. “Hey AJ, how are things going?” He was a bit surprised; they had a staff call at 17:00 to review repair progress.  
 
    “Not what I’m calling about, Captain. I have a volunteer for the crew; found a decent pilot you might want to interview.”  
 
    “Send her up,” he said.  
 
    “Him, not her.” Which was a bit unusual; male pilots who could handle the hot shuttles usually stayed in whatever nation’s service they learned in. Ego thing, he figured.  
 
    “OK, either way. Let me know if you’ve had any luck recruiting a team of bangers.” 
 
    “Can do,” answered Merrifield.  
 
    To keep French intelligence off their trail, and to bring them up to speed, Team Scout had been working on their ship boarding skills, along with Team Poison. They’d rented a small personnel transport and gone to the Graveyard, to where Meric kept two captured ships. They could only be called ‘ships’ because they had power and their hulls held atmosphere; other than that, they’d been stripped.  
 
    He’d been expecting Rob Knight to be screaming back to him over the ansible, but so far not a peep, which was both good and scary at the same time. The hardsuit for their team had been a problem; getting one to fit either Hamilton or Jones would have been impossible to keep quiet, so they’d been forced to operate without one. That was OK with him; when or if they cracked that agent, he expected some ground ops, which the Scouts excelled at.  
 
    “Jesus H. Christ, look what the cat dragged in!” exclaimed Alex McHale. “Chao Lin! Crash! What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    The short but stocky Chinese pilot grabbed McHale in a bear hug and squeezed. “I came into Miranda station, finally retired from the Emperor’s Navy. Figured I’d go make some money, heard you were looking for a pilot,” he said in heavily accented English.  
 
    “Well, you came to the right place. Meric runs a good ship, and cares about his crew. You’ll be working for me, piloting an attack shuttle to land combat teams on hulls. You OK with that?” 
 
    Lin smiled and said, “Do I get paid?”  
 
    “Hell yeah, you get paid,” answered McHale. “Come on, let’s go see the old man.” 
 
    McHale introduced Lin to the Captain in his office, giving him a run down on what he knew of the pilot’s career. “He’s a legend, Nate, I mean Sir. Tell him about the time you put a drop ship in between the engines of a Russian carrier to place that listening device!” 
 
    “I get it, Alex,” said the Captain, amused at McHale’s enthusiasm. “Give me a few minutes with Mr. Lin, will you?” 
 
    When the door closed, Meric sat back and said, “You come highly recommended, apparently. Why do you want to fly with us against the Frenchies?” 
 
    “I don’t particularly care who I fly against, Captain Meric. I’ve heard that you’re relatively humane in your treatment of prisoners, and I’d rather have some choices in what I do.” 
 
    “That’s fair. Welcome aboard; I’m going to give you provisional rank of Ensign. I’m not trying to ignore your age and experience, but that’s the way things work here.” 
 
    “Understood. There’s another matter I’d like to bring to your attention. While I was at Miranda, I was approached by a man who asked me to carry a message to you.” 
 
    “How did he know you would see me?” asked Meric.  
 
    Lin shrugged, and said, “It was well known that I was looking for the Lexington.”  
 
    “Well, let’s hear it then,” said the Captain.  
 
    “I’ll show you,” said the Chinese pilot, holding up a tablet. He placed it on the desk, and flipped it on.  
 
    Amanda Schmetzer sat tied to a chair, repeating her cover story. Off screen, a hand reached out and jammed a cigarette into her eye. She screamed, her whole body going rigid with shock. The screen slipped, and she spit at someone. Her knee erupted in a spray of blood, and she howled with agony. Then the picture flicked out.  
 
    A voice, heavily accented, spoke from the deck. “An honorable man, Captain Meric, will come get his crew. Of course, you’re short a few people, unfortunately. Not that it would matter, since you are just some American scrapdog. A defeated rat from a defeated people. I’ll give you one chance to give yourself up, in return for the life of your pilot. I will see you on Miranda, in three weeks.” 
 
    The recording stopped.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35  
 
    “Box, get me an open line to Commander Merrifield.” 
 
    The alien unfolded from the wall and punched open a line. A minute passed, then his XO’s face appeared on the screen. “What’s up, Sir?” 
 
    “AJ, wrap up the resupply negotiations. I want the entire crew back onboard; we need to start doing workups.” 
 
    A look of surprise appeared on Merrifield’s face, but it was quickly replaced by a neutral look. “Aye, Sir. Twelve hours to round up crew.” 
 
    “Eight. I want to be as ready as we can be,” said Meric. “I’m sending Lin back down to get you all.  
 
    “Even without another bruiser crew? The new attack shuttle is on its way up.” Merrifield played along with the façade of still being short crew; Agostine had made a big show of accepting a contract with a corporate outfit having some trouble with aborigines out in the wild. They had rented a ship and filed a false flight plan, meeting Zlatcov in the Graveyard.  
 
    “I’ll send it back with Ensign Lin. I don’t see us dropping in on prizes any time in the near future, working with the destroyer squadron,” answered his captain. “Just load everyone up.” 
 
    He switched channels and put in a call to Chief Sparks, who was on planet that day, picking something up for him. “Sparky, recall in eight hours. Did you get that J-box circuit relay?” 
 
    “Yes Sir, I’ll have it back there, PO Gar is working on it. No sweat,” came the quick answer. He flicked off without replying. The less said over open coms, the better. 
 
    **** 
 
    The last two crew to drag themselves in were Petty Officer Gar and Specialist Torres. They were carrying a large crate between them, a heavy thing that they set down into the shuttle and sat on.  
 
    “What’s in the box?” asked Specialist Dal as she did pre-flight checks.   
 
    “Uh, trade goods,” said Torres, looking at Gar a bit nervously. The amphibian just belched and used his tongue to swipe a fly out of the air.  
 
    “Did you see that, Dal? Do you know why human women love me? It’s the tongue. Prehensile.” 
 
    Dal, who was indeed a female human, said, “I’d rather suck vacuum. You’re disgusting, Gar. I hope you didn’t exceed your mass allotment.” 
 
    With that, she hit the controls to raise the ramp door, and the shuttle started to wind up its engines. Gar looked over at Chief Sparks as they all strapped in and gave her a big wink. She pretended not to notice, but it was actually her box that they were babysitting. The last thing she wanted was for BNI or MI7 to see her moving something heavy off planet.  
 
    Ensign Lin kept acceleration under one G until they cleared atmosphere, not wanting to piss off Jamesport control. Once clear of any low orbitals, though, he punched it up to three, rocketing toward the yards where the Lexington hung in orbit. Torres grabbed a headset and begged the pilot to turn on the inertial compensators, but Lin just laughed and said, “Train as you fight.” 
 
    “Great,” grunted Torres, “why do the bruisers always pick up the wacky ones?” There was a few seconds of freefall as the pilot spun the engines and reversed thrust, hammering them into their seat restraints at a punishing seven G, coming to a graceful stop just outside the hangar bay. A suited figure waved them in, and Lin gently set the assault shuttle down on the hangar deck. As soon as they got the green pressurized signal, Dal dropped the back ramp. As she did so, the General Quarters alarm rang out through the ship.  
 
    Like any well drilled crew, they sprang into action, no questions. Merrifield and Lin ran for the aft cargo hold, where a shipping container had been turned into an alternate control room. Dal, Torres and Gar secured the shuttle to the deck, then ran for their own positions, Dal in the engine room and the other two to damage control stations. Torres had just settled his headset on, plugging into the manual communication system, when the Captain’s voice came over the command channel, overriding everything else.  
 
    “To all crew,” he said, in a level tone, “we will be departing Jamesport space without permission of the Royal Navy. Midshipman Schmetzer is alive, and in the hands of the French. I made a promise to you as my crew that I wouldn’t leave any of you in the hands of the enemy if I could help it, and she saved our lives. We’re going to get her. The ship need to become a really dark hole in space until we can jump, and I expect you all to do your jobs. Meric out.”  
 
    “Well,” said Petty Officer Gar, “at least he’s loyal to us. But this is going to suck if they find us.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Torres, and they both sat down to wait.  
 
    **** 
 
    On the bridge, there was nervous anticipation as McHale slowly backed them out of the dock. They had filed a flight plan to do some workup exercises on the far side of Boudicca, the largest of Jamesport’s moons, but Meric didn’t trust the BRN, just as they didn’t trust him, he was sure. 
 
    “OK, Buckley, start running a trace on all systems installed since last month,” he ordered.  
 
    “Why?” came back the electronic voice.  
 
    “Because I told you to?” answered the Captain.  
 
    “Only if you tell me why there is a seventh level AI in that box that—” Meric slapped the com switch before Buckley could continue out loud, but he still heard him through his headset “—those two idiots brought on board. You’re going to replace me, aren’t you? After everything we’ve been through together!”  
 
    “No, Buckley, I’m not replacing you. It’s for another project, in fact I was thinking of selling it to the Chinese. That’s why Lin is aboard,” he answered, saying just about anything to shut the AI up and get him to do his job.  
 
    “I doubt it. But for my own sake, I will tell you that there is a passive tracking device and a pound of HEX embedded in the port sublight engine fuel supply lines…It’s Britannic Military Grade.” 
 
    Meric switched over and called Commander Lynch. “Pat, there’s a demo charge in place on the port engine. Buckley will pinpoint where. Remove it and set it on a target drone.” 
 
    “On it. My apologies, Captain. I looked, but didn’t find anything,” said the engineer. 
 
    Buckley broke in on the conversation with a decidedly thick French accent, saying, “That’s because you’re incompetent, you drunken Irish moron. It’s disguised as a primary fuel pump, fully functional, just made out of binary explosive components.” 
 
    “Who is the incompetent? You missed it too when they were installing it,” shot back the engineer. 
 
    “I certainly did NOT miss it!” shouted Buckley back at him.  
 
    “Oh, so you knew about a major threat to the ship and didn’t notify me?” said Meric, inserting himself into the argument. “Buckley, you WILL do everything to assist Commander Lynch, or I will set the cook on you.” 
 
    There was silence on the other end, and Meric switched back off. Now, it was time to wait. “Alex, estimated time until we’re hidden behind the moon and can initiate maneuvers?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, we’re not actually going to be hidden. They still have monitors there, and of course the base, but I can give us a two minute window as we cross their horizon to execute course changes.” 
 
    “Good. Here’s the plan,” said Meric, and he proceeded to explain.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    The Lexington slowly rose on thrusters from a deep crater on Boudicca, going slowly to avoid generating heat from her engines. It had been a very tense sixteen hours, while the Britannic fleet had scrambled throughout the system to try to head them off. Now, however, was the hardest part. 
 
    Lt. Commander McHale sat with his hands poised on the controls, gently bringing the ship through a deep canyon on the moon, which had been split in half by some long ago collision. They drifted slowly through the methane atmosphere, leaving roiled clouds in their wake.  
 
    “Just hope no one has IR sensors pointing down this way. Vaporized methane all over,” said Asote.  
 
    “Can’t be helped. Alex, keep us side on to the fleet,” said Meric.  
 
    “Don’t tell me my job!” muttered the pilot under his breath, but loud enough for Meric to hear him. The Captain took the point, not speaking again, but still restless.  
 
    “We just got painted by a J band search radar from Boudicca base,” said Box, quietly. It tapped a few keys, and continued, “…no return, and our vector is taking us away. Next point is Helgate traffic control station, then we have to pass through the outer system gravitational detector net.” 
 
    That would be the hard one. The gravitic sensor measured disturbances, minor gravity masses down to the size of a ground-effect truck. It was set to cover just inside the jump spaces between planets, but there were holes, if you knew where to look. It was a military system, extremely expensive, and the tech was jealously guarded by the Britannics.  
 
    Getting to Helgate was easy enough, and the past sixteen hours had put the fleet on maximum dispersal looking for them. Now the cruisers were heading back to their normal defensive patrol systems, standing down tired crews, and Asote plotted a hole through the covering screen. The Brits couldn’t afford to let their coordinated fire nets lapse for too long; sure as hell there was a French corvette sitting far outside the system, just watching.  
 
    Meric looked at the time, and then asked Box to monitor a specific com channel used by the Twelfth Fleet. After the expressionless alien indicated that there was, indeed, traffic coming in, Meric ordered him to put it up on screen.  
 
    The face of Admiral Smythe-Jordan appeared, and he looked pissed, face red with anger. “I know you aren’t going to answer this, but you’ll hear it. I received your message, and I’m calling off the search for your ship. I will not hold your individual crewmen responsible, except for Sparks, but if you or your ship shows up in system, it will be fired on.” 
 
    “Alex, take us straight out, vector for the Graveyard,” said Meric.  
 
    The former BRN pilot smiled and said what everyone was thinking. “Aren’t you going to tell us what dirt you had on him? And why Chief Sparks?” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” said Meric. “That’s for me to know, and you to all die of curiosity over. Chief, Ski, my office, please.” 
 
    He got up and left the bridge, followed by Chief Sparks. Once inside, he offered her a seat, and sat behind his own desk. Solbliatski remained standing; sometimes it was easier than getting up and down from a chair. 
 
    “That was a quick setup, Sparky, thank you. How much do I owe you?” he asked the petite woman.  
 
    “Five hundred credits. He really was an easy mark. The guy is in charge of Britannic Naval Intelligence, and can’t keep his dick in his pants.” 
 
    “You didn’t…” began Ski.  
 
    “No, of course not. Just paid the right whore to let me install holocams in his room. The admiral was a regular for him.” 
 
    “Him?” asked Meric, surprised. 
 
    “Sure,” answered Sparks. “Those upper class Brits will think nothing of going to a female prostitute, but for some reason they’re pretty homophobic. It would have destroyed his career.”  
 
    Meric mused on the idiosyncrasies of the Britannic elite, but then put it out of his mind. “Well, that closes Jamesport for us for a while. Maybe, once we get Amanda back, we might cross the Rift and hire out with one of the Star Nations.” 
 
    An odd look passed between Sparks and Solbliatski, one that Meric didn’t catch, lost in his own thoughts. Ski sat down in a chair, and commed for Merrifield, Lynch and McHale to join them.  
 
    “What’s going on?” asked Meric. “Is this a mutiny or something?” he joked.  
 
    “We need to talk, Captain,” said the old man. “Do you mind if we move to the conference room?” 
 
    “I suppose so, but remember who runs this ship, Ski. We operate on trust.” 
 
    “Do we, Captain?” said Solbliatski, arching an eyebrow. He got up slowly and made his way out of the room.  
 
    “What’s going on, Chief?” asked her Captain.  
 
    “I guess we’ll find out, boss,” she answered, but he thought she already knew.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    They sat, the leadership of the Lexington, around the conference table. Solbliatski stood at the end of it, in front of the holodeck. Chief Sparks sat next to him, a subtle distance between the two of them and the rest of the officers. 
 
    “OK, Ski, what’s going on?” asked Meric. They were five hours out from jump, and the ship, for once, was running well.  
 
    “Well, first off, let me state that I am no way questioning your abilities as a Captain. I am, however, questioning your motives.” 
 
    Meric sat up, and said harshly, “This is my ship, and you’re well paid. My motives are my business.” 
 
    “That’s true,” replied the old man, wheezing gently, “but if the crew is going to put their lives on the line, they need to know why.” 
 
    “We fight the French, for prizes and money,” said Merrifield, but he gave Meric a look.  
 
    Sparks spoke then, asking, “Captain, yourself, Commander Lynch and Commander Merrifield grew up on Earth. In what used to be the United States, and is now a territorial unit of Earth’s United Nations.” 
 
    “So what?” said Lynch. “So did you. Lots of people do.” 
 
    “Few of them make it off Earth,” answered Sparks. “I got lucky, stowing away on a freighter. The mountains of North Carolina are a hard place to grow up. Wilder than most.” 
 
    “What’s your point, Chief?” asked Merrifield.  
 
    Solbliatski brought up a holo, showing a passenger liner. “This is the Spanish liner Cielo that we took last year. Commander Lynch condemned it, saying the reactor core had been breached, and that the hull wasn’t salvageable.” 
 
    He flipped forward, to show a French destroyer escort, the Marshall Petain. “Again, too much damage to the hull.” 
 
    Another ship. “Cargo freighter Hannover, Prussian flagged but French crewed. Potential lethal bioagent contamination from ruptured hold.” He flipped through two more ships, reciting a deadly problem with each.  
 
    “Lieutenant Zlatcov dropped into the Graveyard thirty light minutes short, as a precautionary measure. Low and behold, she finds these five ships, mixed in with an asteroid field. Their signatures were in the database. She put it in an encrypted message to me, trusting in my discretion.” 
 
    Nate Meric looked at Chief Sparks, who wasn’t looking at anyone. She was in her zone; Meric knew that she could kill all of them in a few seconds, but didn’t think that would happen.  
 
    McHale looked at all of them, obviously not knowing what was going on. “Ski, what the hell is this all about?” 
 
    “That’s what I’d like to know,” answered the Intel Chief. “Commander McHale, are you aware that the United States military is still a functioning organization?” 
 
    McHale drew in a breath, and said, “But that’s impossible! The war was over two hundred years ago!” 
 
    “A blink of an eye to a patriot, Alex. Am I correct, Colonel?” said Solbliatski, using Meric’s actual military rank. 
 
    “So you caught that from Schmetzer, did you?” asked Meric.  
 
    “Yes, and other things. It’s my job to gather intel, Captain.” Ski shut off the holo, and sat quietly, not saying anything more.  
 
    Annie Sparks slammed her hand down on the table and shouted, “WHY NOT ME?!” Tears actually started to roll down her cheeks. “Why not me? Don’t you trust me?” she said again, in a hopeless voice.  
 
    Meric was stunned. He had never thought to ask her. Lynch and Merrifield had been commissioned, like himself, when they were young, and sent out into the stars. When he had his incredible stroke of luck and found the Lexington drifting, he had sent a message to Earth for qualified U.S. Military people to join his crew. They had been the only ones to show up, along with Master Sergeant Stenger, a bit later and in a more roundabout way.  
 
    “Annie,” he began, but then stopped. How could he explain years of hiding his own identity? Sure, he was Nate Meric, Captain of the privateer Lexington, but periodic contact had seen him move up through the hidden ranks, until he was also Colonel Nathanael Meric, United States Army.  
 
    “Well,” said McHale, “now that that’s out on the table, want to tell us what the hell has been going on?” The former BRN pilot was angry, and it showed in his face.  
 
    “Alex, how much do you like the way the Britannic Empire is run?” asked Lynch. He had sat silent through the whole things so far, but, like Merrifield, he had his hand resting on the stunner in his pocket.  
 
    “Not very much,” he admitted. “It’s just a hair better than the French, to be honest. Personal feelings aside, I don’t care much for royalty. I’m Irish.” 
 
    Meric said, “Have you studied any history, Ski?” 
 
    “I have, and before you start preaching about Liberty and Freedom, let me remind you that the US was a pretty inequitable place itself by the time the Cyberwar happened.” 
 
    “Yes, I get that, but the ideals were still there. Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness. Equal treatment of all. What if that could actually be done?” answered Meric.  
 
    “But Captain,” said Sparks, “I grew up there. So did you. America, hell all of Earth, is a shithole, and the Star Nations, through the UN, have a boot on every American’s neck.” 
 
    “Not every American,” interjected Merrifield. “Some of us remember, and we work toward it in our own way.” 
 
    “Regardless,” answered the Chief, “it isn’t going to happen. We’re done, defeated, and that dream is gone.” She unconsciously wiped at the tears on her face, and for the first time they all saw her as a person, instead of a force of nature. 
 
    “Not on Earth, no, it’s not,” said Meric. “We have a whole galaxy to start over in.”  
 
    “The ships!” exclaimed Solbliatski. “You’re going to try again, someplace else!”  
 
    “Yes, the ships, Jason. Zlatcov is lucky she didn’t get blown out of the sky when she came in short on the Graveyard. Now, do we have a problem?” 
 
    “I want in,” said Sparks immediately. There was no plea in her voice, it was just a statement of fact. 
 
    “Wasn’t America a land of immigrants? If so, there has to be a place for me, and you’re going to need good pilots,” said McHale.  
 
    Solbliatski eyed Meric carefully, and then said, “Where? And when?” 
 
    “We can’t tell you that, because we don’t know,” said Lynch. “When the time comes, our chain of command will notify us. It could be tomorrow, or a hundred years from now. The US military has been playing this game for a very long time now.” 
 
    “I should report you all,” came a voice from the speakers. “Traitors!” 
 
    “Traitors to what, Buckley?” answered Meric. “You were left drifting by an ungrateful country, who didn’t care enough to rescue you. I gave you life again, and they tried to kill you with their virus attack. Trust me, Buckley, there’ll be a place for you in a new America. AIs will have citizenship.” 
 
    “Traitors to…traitors to…Did you say Citizenship?” followed by a long pause, then, “You all suck.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    “Translating…now!” said Asote, and the Lexington dropped down three dimensions to appear in normal space.  
 
    Miranda’s primary was a bright yellow disk, but the light they were seeing had travelled five weeks to get there. The ship ghosted along at .2c, and Warrant Officer Stueben carefully watched his instruments.  
 
    “Nothing, Captain,” he said, and Meric cursed. This was their tenth drop; they were carefully quartering the system, looking for French ships lying outsystem, watching traffic. Their prisoner had talked, eventually.  
 
    He wouldn’t, couldn’t talk about the mission he’d been on, but Sparks had figured out that they could maybe get him to talk around it. Starting first with questions about general dispositions of French forces, which the man actually knew very little about. They had combined lack of sleep with several different drugs, and eventually the subject had gotten around to Miranda. 
 
    “I would tell you about the operation, but I cannot,” said the prisoner.  
 
    “Never mind that,” said Sparks gently. “Are there any Republic ships around Miranda?” 
 
    The man started to speak, but then trembled. A vein began to pulse on his forehead, and his mouth opened while his faced flushed red. He started shaking, then suddenly blood leaked out of his ear and he fell forward on his face. The smell of shit and piss filled the room as the man’s bowels let loose.  
 
    “Well,” said Ski, “so much for that. I’m going to assume there’s someone outside the system.” 
 
    Space was a big place, and they spent several hours in each spot, passively listening across all the spectrums. Nothing. Of course, the entire French Navy could have been sitting out there, engines off.  
 
    But…there was always something. “I’ve got a hot spark, two light weeks, bearing three two zero point nine,” said Stueben. “Classifying it as a Montcalm class cruiser, using maneuvering thrusters. And…it’s out.” 
 
    It had been pure luck; the maneuver had happened two weeks ago, so no chance of them being spotted. As big as space was, there was still always an errant comet or rock, and space was a cold place. If you were looking, you could see it.  
 
    “Think they’re still there?” asked Meric. 
 
    McHale rubbed his beard, and thought. “Probably. Lighting off an antimatter drive would be like setting off a blow torch, so they’re just station keeping. Watching for our drive signature. They might have a picket boat somewhere close in to the station, with an ansible to report back. Once they see us coming, they jump in close and hammer us.” 
 
    The Lexington had translated in with zero velocity, hanging in space like a black hole. “If we jump right into Miranda Station, they’re going to fire on us,” said Guns. “They’ve got a damn good sensor net.” 
 
    “So we send in the shuttles. Jump us into the far side of the planet from station, we can drop down after we send in the shuttles, ground and wait,” said McHale.  
 
    “OK, staff meeting in ten, I want Knight, Agostine, Lin and Zlatcov, XO and you, Commander. Also Commander Lynch. I want to know how atmosphere will affect the Lady.” 
 
    **** 
 
    “What do you think happened here, Doc?” asked Meric. They were standing on a broad plain, surrounded by overgrown ruins. Like many worlds, the ancients had seeded it with DNA based lifeforms, compatible with humanity, though the air still held a high radiation count. The humans themselves, settled there like Asote’s people, had reached a mid twentieth century level of technology, and then blown themselves to hell.  
 
    “Figure that out, and you’ll be a very rich man, Captain. I suspect, though that it had been our usual human nature.” She waved a scanner at the air, looking for pathogens. “All clear.”  
 
    They unsealed their helmets and breathed in deeply, and Meric turned to look at the Lexington. Sitting on her rarely used struts, the ship looked hugely out of place, but she was still beautiful to him.  
 
    “Pat, how long can she be exposed to weather?” 
 
    Commander Lynch thought long about it. “Well, her composites aren’t going to like being exposed to atmosphere much. Not a regular titanium aluminum skin, you know.” 
 
    “How long?” asked Meric again.  
 
    “I’d give it a day, max. We’re in good shape after that overall, but we don’t want to lose our stealth.” 
 
    “Got it. I expect you to be picking us up sooner rather than later.” 
 
    First one shuttle lifted off the ship, then the other. Both grounded next to ship, and shut down their engines. The assault teams filed out the back ramps, and their pilots joined them.  
 
    “Take a knee,” he asked, and some of them did. “Half of you know Midshipman Schmetzer; all of you know what she did for the ship. Heroism like that comes along rarely, but regardless, she is crew, and I will never leave any of you behind. Even you, Zivcovic,” he said, to laughter from everyone else.  
 
    “Up there is a right bastard, some Foreign Legion prick who tortured Amanda. He means to trap us; might have a full platoon hidden on a merchant ship, and half the French fleet at his call. Probably overcompensating for something, but that’s neither here nor there. Ordinarily, I’d say we go in guns blazing, but we have friends up there. So I’m open to suggestion.” 
 
    “I am thinking we go in guns blazing anyway,” said Zivcovic.  
 
    “Next?” asked Knight, scowling at the Serb.  
 
    “Do we know WHICH ship the Legion guys are on?” asked Zlatcov.  
 
    “No,” said Meric, “and we might not have time to find out. Unfortunately.” 
 
    “The way I see it, you’re going to have to set up a meeting with the French,” said Jimmy Cahr, “probably in the dueling grounds. Anything else won’t be tolerated by the station personnel.” 
 
    Everyone turned to look at their most recent recruit. “What?” he said. “I’m young, not stupid!” 
 
    Meric smiled but shook his head. “That won’t work. Only two people are allowed in there at a time. Good thinking though, Private Cahr.” 
 
    “I did a suborbital jump into Barsoom once, but I don’t think we have time for that,” said Scott Orr.  
 
    “And a station is a lot smaller target than a planet. Next?” said Meric.  
 
    “Captain, if I may?” asked Sergeant Major Knight.  
 
    “Go ahead, Rob.” 
 
    “We have to keep this simple. Find out from Marjorie which ship they’re on. Have Team Scout charge the lock. No offense to them, but it will be well defended, and they probably won’t take it without casualties, but it’s just a diversion. Team Poison boards through the hull, cuts the ship’s gravity, and fights their way to Schmetzer, clearing as we go. The Legionnaires are primarily ground troops, and will be at a distinct disadvantage in zero G.” 
 
    Meric thought hard about it, then shook his head no. “Maybe, but timing is the key. We have to get Amanda to a known location, AND cut off or take out the French reaction force. If we go in blind, she’ll be dead before we get there. Here’s what we’re going to do…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
    They were assembled in the Lexington’s hangar, the entire ship’s crew, except for Merrifield on the bridge and Lynch in engineering, just before their last jump to the Graveyard. It was a rarity, and although he was grateful for Agostine’s men standing where Team Knife had been, it was still painful. So many gone, he thought.  
 
    Meric had met with the ship’s officers earlier, and, after going over the assault plan, explained everything, the idea of a New America, to them. The only one who had had a problem with the whole thing had been Guns. His complaint was that he liked fighting, and the idea of running off to a new world didn’t interest him. As for the rest, well, he hadn’t told them everything, but enough that they were on board with the idea. He had thought they would be; living as a privateer required an independent streak. 
 
    Now, however, was the hard part. The enlisted, noncoms and chiefs were a different breed of people, often not very interested in abstract ideas like liberty and freedom, though they were the first to fight for their personal ones if threatened. There would be no appealing to high falutin’ ideals, they wanted to fight and grow rich. “Crew,” he started, and then stopped. He really didn’t know what to say. In for a penny, in for a pound.  
 
    “This mission is going to be no shit dangerous, and I’m only taking volunteers. Midshipman Schmetzer willingly went to what she thought was her death to save us all, and I expect, if any of you have any loyalty in your hearts, to repay her the favor.” He looked, and saw grim determination in their faces. No question about that. They would fight.  
 
    “Shipmates,” he continued, “I haven’t been honest with you. Although you have all been paid well for what you’ve done, and many of you fly with me for revenge against the French, I have another agenda. How many of you are from Earth?” More than half the crew raised their hands. It was a result of his picking and choosing carefully, for just this eventuality.  
 
    “And how many of you are from what used to be the United States?” A few hands went down, but it was still at least half the crew. As planned.  
 
    He motioned for them to put their hands down, and continued. “As you all know, I’m sure, I grew up in Nebraska, the former United States, under the heel of the United Nations and the Star Kingdoms. Non-citizens, nobodies. One of the things I’ve been working for, if it’s even possible, is that someday, maybe, we might have a chance to have our own nation again.” 
 
    A murmur ran through the crew, surprised looks on their faces. Some looked angry, but most just waited, so he continued, “I’m a bit of a history buff, and, seeing as to where I’m from, well, I had an idea when I first found this ship. The idea behind America was a place where people could be free to make their own decisions about their lives, and live in peace with their neighbors. So I’ve been working towards that goal.” Meric took a deep breath, trying to gauge their reaction. Here was the dangerous part. Meric had to let them know his dream, without letting slip the existence of the US military, while trying to win them over.  
 
    “I apologize for deceiving you, but any of you who want your share of the five ships that were condemned, after this operation, I will pay you out of my own funds. Those of you who want to join me in this dream, as your captain, and your comrade, I will welcome you.” 
 
    He noticed that Chief Sparks had slowly moved over to stand beside him, as a low rumbling went through the crowd. Meric started to speak again, but Sparks held up her hand, asking for the floor.  
 
    “Alright, kids. You might think the Captain has blown smoke up your ass, for a good cause. That’s his job, to deal with big picture shit, and to have an eventual goal. He’s also made many of you, hell, most of you, richer than you ever dreamed. A lot of you were drunks living in the bowels of shitty stations, stealing for a living. He’s given you your pride back, and never asked you to do anything he hasn’t risked himself.” 
 
    Before anyone could say anything, Sparks walked up to one of the engine room crew. “Indira, have you had to turn any tricks to eat in four years?” The woman smiled a gap toothed grin at Sparks and shook her head no.  
 
    “And you, John, no more running with a gang on Forth? You’d be dead by now, instead of being certified in ship’s gunnery.” Sparks rattled off half a dozen more, calling out those members of the crew who she had the most doubts about.  
 
    Turning back to face them all, she said, “As for me, well, I’m with the Captain. He’s always done right by me. Anyone else?” she asked, and then turned her back on the crew and walked out of the hangar.  
 
    Meric didn’t know where to go from there, so he just said simply, “If my dream ever comes true, all of you, and your families, are welcome to join me. We can learn from the mistakes of the Old America, and make something new, and better. Not for nothing, but I’m a bit sick of the killing myself, and I want a place called home.” 
 
    There was silence for a moment, then Petty Officer Gar said, from the back, “Will you take aliens, too, Captain?” 
 
    “That, Gar, is the whole point of America. It’s for everyone who’s willing to pull their weight,” he answered simply.  
 
    “Then I’m in!” said Gar, “three cheers for Captain Meric!” He burst out in a loud barking noise that echoed around the hangar.  
 
    With that, the crew burst into applause and shouts that filled the hangar bay.                
 
    **** 
 
    “You were a bit overly-dramatic,” said Chief Sparks to PO Gar, handing him fifty credits.  
 
    The amphibian snorted and answered, “You’re lucky I’m not in heat! Otherwise you’d be paying me five times as much just to touch my tail.” He instantly realized he’d stepped over the line when the fifty credit note stopped in midair.  
 
    “Ah, whoops! How about you just keep the money, and let’s say that I did that for Captain Meric because he’s a nice guy, for a human!” 
 
    “I thought so. Now disappear, Gar,” whispered Sparks. And he, no fool, did.  
 
    **** 
 
    “Don’t mess up my ship!” called Meric. He watched her maneuvering away through the grimy windows of the Hannover, amazed at how she disappeared so quickly into the background. The active background mirrored the starfield, and she blinked out.  
 
    “I hope you paid your insurance this month!” joked Merrifield. “We’ll be fine, go kick some Frenchie’s ass. See you under a different sun, Boss.” 
 
    “And under a strange sky. Meric out.” There was a brief ripple in space where the Lex had been, and then nothing.  
 
    It was hard to watch the Lexington go, but if the plan was to work, well, it had to be done. He looked around the bridge of the Hannover, noting the bloodstains on the floor in front of the Captain’s chair. That had been a hard fight, one of the first ships he had taken with the Lexington. He wondered for a moment why a commander wouldn’t give up his ship in the face of overwhelming odds, but then, would he? Only to spare his people, he supposed.  
 
    The cargo, which he had been directed to capture by General Voronin, was ten thousand metric tons of genetically engineered seeds. The stuff to start a new world. One of the things that the United States was going to need if it were to be independent. It had sat here, ticking over, for four years, and he had a lot of explaining to do to his crew. Thank God for Chief Sparks, he thought, for the hundredth time.  
 
    **** 
 
    Commander A.J. Merrifield was comfortable in the Captain’s chair; he’d sat there many times before, up to and including attack runs on armed merchant ships. This, however, was different. A Montcalm class frigate was designed to fight on its own, and win. If she got a whiff of the Lexington, they were toast. Outgunned, though maybe the Lex was a little faster. Not that that mattered at relativistic weapon speeds. It was going to be jump, hit hard, and hope for the best.  
 
    As they settled down through Miranda Prime’s atmosphere to wait, he said, “Hope is not a plan,” not realizing he’d said it out loud. 
 
    Guns belched and said, “Shoving 3 kilos of titanium, ceramic and steel, plus a full spread of missiles, up his ass is a plan.” 
 
    “No doubt, Guns, no doubt.” The ship settled ponderously on the surface, and they waited.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 40 
 
    “Miranda station, this Hannover, out of Neu Bonn, requesting permission to dock for engine refit, eleven crew aboard,” called Warrant Stueben in his heavily accented English.  
 
    “Hannover, this is Miranda Control. Transmit credentials.” Steuben did so, and watched the station’s heavy guns track them via millimeter band radar on his sensor.  
 
    “Hannover, we show you as having been lost three months ago outside Imbutu system. Explain.” 
 
    “Roger, Miranda, we took a heavy hit from a privateer we identified as the Lexington. It’s taken us that long to refit for nullSpace in an Abo system. You know how it is here in the Reach. Be advised, our ship’s AI is down and cannot, I say again, cannot talk to the station.” 
 
    “Understood. Docking rights at Bay 39C. You are in quarantine for three hours until bio declares you free of contaminants. Please have your captain meet Port Security at the airlock once you get the all clear.” 
 
    “Das is gut. Hope those scheisskopfs on the Lexington aren’t in port. Wilco, Hannover out.” Stueben shut down the coms, and watched as Zlatcov carefully navigated the big freighter to the designated docking station.  
 
    “Easy there, Nadija, it’s not an attack shuttle or a fighter,” said Meric.  
 
    The Russian swore under her breath as the freighter drifted closer to the station hull, and slapped at switches. “It would help if you reactivated the AI, Captain. This things handles like a pig.” 
 
    “As soon as I did that, our cover would be blown. Just get us hooked up and I’ll com Marjorie.”  
 
    With a few more curses, Zlatcov managed to get into place, and an umbilical stretched out, plugging into the Hannover’s systems, checking air quality and sampling for any contamination. Hardwire communications were established, and Meric had Steuben place a call to the station manager. It was possible, even probable, that the station net was compromised, but it was something they had to risk.  
 
    “To station manager, January,” was Stueben’s simple message. It covered a multitude of things, but basically requested an in person meeting, as soon as possible. It was privateer code, one that demanded immediate attention, from her only. No station security. Marjorie Brown ran the station with an iron fist.  
 
    “Should I ask what’s going on?” asked the old woman, standing in the airlock, a sharp look on her face. No one bullshitted her and got away with it, but Nate Meric had been one of her most profitable customers, and had never tried to screw her. She was also one of the few non-Americans who knew about the U.S. military’s existence, but had never said anything about it, remaining neutral.  
 
    “Come on in, Marjorie,” said Meric, cycling the lock. She followed him into the ship’s receiving room.  
 
    “Grapevine says the Brits AND the French are looking for you, Nate,” she began. “Where’s Lady Lex?” 
 
    “Away on a mission with AJ,” he answered, ignoring the first part. “Marj, I know you walk a very fine line between all the combatants, but I think the French are planning on taking you out.” 
 
    “Why would they?” she asked. “We provide a valuable service to them; French privateers are welcome here.” 
 
    “There’s a Legion Major who doesn’t really care about that. We’ve hurt them, badly, and I think the balance has tilted toward you being more of an annoyance than a help.” 
 
    He quickly filled her in on the French picket ship, and then mentioned that there might be a merchant ship docked with the station, within the last two weeks, that wasn’t really what it seemed.  
 
    Her face remained perfectly neutral, and she said, “Nate, we don’t ask anyone’s business here, just a transfer tax if moving cargo.” 
 
    “Marj, they’re holding one of my crew on that freighter,” he answered simply, and played the holo of Schmetzer being tortured.  
 
    She sucked in her breath; Marjorie Brown had three daughters, one a merchant, one in school at Newton, and another in service with the BRN. The youngest was about Schmetzer’s age. Her brown skin flushed even darker, and she said, “They’re docked at 32E, have been for two weeks. I figured they were an illegal colony ship.” 
 
    “How many?” asked Meric.  
 
    “Don’t know, because they refuse to hook into station life support. Not really my business.” Though he suspected she knew far more about it than she let on.  
 
    “It’s going to be your business soon enough. I have a plan to deal with the picket ship, but I need your station security to stay out of my bruisers’ way. I’ll pay for any damage to the lock.”  
 
    “What are you planning to do?” she asked.  
 
    “Simple. We take the ship.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
    “Let’s go over this again. There are four vulnerable entry points on a Hamlet class freighter,” said Rob Knight. In front of him was a holo of the ship, and he spun it in midair to note each, assuming nothing about anyone’s previous knowledge. The ship itself consisted of a spine with attached individual cargo modules and a pressurized section forward. A corridor along the spine connected the engine room. 
 
    “Number One, engine service port, just to the left of the main engine replacement panel. Lin will be using the Scout shuttle to fire on the hatch, creating a diversion, hopefully drawing off some troops and crew. Number two is, as always, the bridge windows. Why they actually keep things like this, I have no idea. Especially on warships, but no matter. This is a cargo ship, so no blast shutters, but not our target this time.” 
 
    He hit another key, and the airlock for the cargo personnel door flashed. It led to a voluminous cargo hold, populated with a dozen simulated figures, representing the maximum size of a Legion Étranger d'espace strike team. “Number three, cargo personnel door, leading to interior pressurized cargo compartments. This is where we assume the Legionnaires will be, and our target. These are competent, effective soldiers, but hopefully we’ll catch them sleeping. Be prepared for the worst, though.”  
 
    He handed the controller to the Team Scout leader, saying, “Nick, number four is…” 
 
    “Thanks, Rob,” said the mercenary. “Number four is the main personnel hatch and docking port. After the diversionary attack on the engine room access has made the Legionnaires suit up and move out, my team will hit the gangway and force the entrance. We go in after Team Poison has gained entrance to the cargo bay. We’re assuming that the hostage will be located around the area of the luxury cabin, here. Zlatcov?” 
 
    “I’m flying the Poison shuttle to deliver my team directly to the Cargo access hatch, blow it, and the team assaults through the cargo compartment. Killing everyone, in our attempt to find this French major Scumbag,” she said with a frown. Zlatcov was irritated that her only job was to fly. She wanted revenge so badly she could taste it. “Ensign Lin?” 
 
    The pilot, call sign “Orient”, picked up the briefing with his assigned part. “After using the main gun to blow the engine access way hatch, I will use the assault craft’s weaponry to fire only into the entrance way, avoiding damage to the engines, creating a diversion. My main target then is the communications array, to prevent ansible transmission.”  
 
     “Good plan, people,” said Meric. “To review, at time hack H, attack on engine access way. At H plus one, Team Poison attacks cargo access. At H plus two, Team Scout hits the docking area. I’ll be with Team Scout, providing overall command and recognition of the hostage. Doc Hamilton will be in charge of hostage evac.”  
 
    He took a deep breath and continued with the external plan. “Fifteen minutes prior, the Lexington will lift off planet and rendezvous with us at H plus Ten. The Poison and Scout Shuttles will take everyone off through the cargo area. From there, we jump to hit the French picket ship, before optical or radio can get to them. Hopefully, taking out the antennas will take out the ansible, but we’ll have to assume they’ll see the Lex coming up off planet and get a message out about that. In fact, that’s what I’m hoping. I’d rather they have their drive lit so we can see where they are. Remember the alternate plans, and react accordingly. Be careful, too. I don’t want to lose anyone else.”  
 
    **** 
 
    The waiting, as always, was the hard part. Each dealt with it in their own way. The newest to combat existed almost on the edge of panic. The oldest, the veterans, tried to catch what sleep or rest they could. Everyone was scared, right down to their bones, except maybe the one or two who were actually sociopaths. There were always a few in combat, the ones who didn’t care if they lived or died. You marked them well, used them where necessary, and kept out of their way otherwise.  
 
    In the hangar, Lin and Zlatcov ran checks on the assault craft. The ship’s crew who had piloted the Hannover were carefully plotting their route to a set of coordinates Meric had given them. Team Scout used a holo to map out their assault through the doorway to the target. Room clearing was something they excelled at, and as far as they were concerned, it was just another building. Team Poison sat in the back of their shuttle, doing pre-combat checks and inspections.  
 
    At H minus ten minutes, the Lexington was just clearing atmosphere, and becoming visible to whoever was watching from the French ship. Stueben monitored immediate signal chatter coming from the target, radio coms to personnel on station, probably a recall. 
 
    “Heads up, Scouts, you may have company on your back at the door,” he called over the ship net. He got a “Check!” from Agostine; Meric was watching the clock.  
 
    At H minus four, he shouted “GO!” over the ship net.  
 
    “Orient, Roger,” and the shuttle lifted up as the hangar door dropped. It was a tight fit; the cargo ship was only designed to handle freight haulers. The veteran pilot lifted off and slipped into the vacuum of space, the station lights falling dead on the matte black covering. Out, and down toward the French ship.  
 
    After an interminable short time, soundless flashes of light from gunfire reflected into the open hangar, Lin opening up on the engine room hatch. Zlatcov licked her lips, whispered a silent prayer, and gave her passengers a heads-up. “Moving, hang onto to your asses, boys and girls!”  
 
    “No girls back here, Jumper!” called Yee over the comset.  
 
    “I meant you, Dennis,” she shot back, and laughter erupted from the crew compartment. Then she concentrated on her flying. Out slowly, then a gut wrenching accelerating turn, around the top of the next ship over, then down between two antenna arrays sticking out of the side of the station.  
 
    “The enemy’s gate is DOWN!” she grunted, trying to keep herself oriented, making the station spin around her in her mind. “Play it cool, Nadija.” 
 
    The Hamlet class freighter appeared on her windscreen, inverted. She spun on her horizontal axis, aligning with the hatch, and spun. She hit the jump light, changing it from red to green, and the back ramp dropped, opening up to space.  
 
    Holmes was the first one out, launching himself across the intervening ten feet, magnetic gloves grasping the hull. Around him, the team spread out around the hatch, forming a defensive perimeter. The demo man slapped a remote unit over the cargo access panel, and called out, “Buckley, you’re up!” 
 
    On board the Lexington, the ship’s AI cackled with laughter, screaming, “HACK THIS, COWARDS!” Apparently he hadn’t enjoyed his encounter with the research ship. The cargo door slid open, and Team Poison piled in.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    The cargo hold had been divided up into a series of living quarters, and as Team Poison cycled the airlock, it opened onto a scene of men hurriedly putting on armor and picking up weapons. A few of the closest turned toward them, but most of the dozen men and women were running toward the rear exit, toward the engine room.  
 
    Rob Knight didn’t want to do it, but reflex made him. The one he made eye contact with, a young woman no more than twenty, incredibly beautiful, tried raising her weapon, tried beating him to the shot. And he hesitated, couldn’t squeeze the trigger at those incredible green eyes under the short, tousled brown hair. With a grimace of fear, knowing she was dead, the Legionnaire tried anyway. Her shot whipped past Knight’s chest as he finally fired, punching her back to slump on her cot, an explosion of bone and blood erupting out of her back. He watched as the life drained from the green eyes, a pleading look on her face, then her head slumped forward.  
 
    Around him was a slaughter. Sergeant Stenger in the heavy suit had brought a multi-barrel rail gun, and he hosed the cargo compartment with it, chewing through wood, plastic, metal and flesh with equal ease. The frangible rounds shattered on the interior cargo hull walls, much thicker than the skin of the station. The ceramic and metal punched through the light armor most of the enemy troops had managed to don, striking many of them in the back and knocking them down.  
 
    They were good troops, though, and the ones not hit immediately spun and returned fire. To the left of Knight, Yee grunted and fell to the floor. Shupe grabbed him and dragged him out of the line of fire, starting to strip his pressure suit off. The rest of the team, except for Stenger, took cover and started exchanging shots with the remaining enemy.  
 
    “Rob,” said Shupe over the radio, “Dennis is KIA unless we get him to a med facility ASAP!” She was frantically trying to stop the blood that was pooling in his suit, but the wound was a through and through just above his heart.  
 
    “Cahr, you and Shupe being him to the shuttle, and work on him there.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to be enough,” said Shupe. “He needs to go to the station hospital.” She turned back to check him again, seeing him go flatline on her heads up, tuned to their medical status. Yee was still, face relaxed. “Dammit,” she cursed under her breath, picked up her rifle and started shooting.  
 
    Another burst of fire ricocheted around them, and Tank launched three grenades, to be rewarded with a howl of pain. “UP AND AT ‘EM!” shouted Knight, and the five remaining Team Poison members charged through the chaos, stepping on bodies and slipping on blood. 
 
    **** 
 
    Meric stayed to the rear; Agostine’s team was just that, a team, and they flowed around each other like water, advancing down the corridors and up the stairwells toward the dock. The passageways were clear; word had gone out to station personnel to avoid the area. They weren’t wearing pressure suits; the scouts claimed that it slowed them down in combat. Tibalt waited in the middle to pounce, muscles rigid under his black pelt.  
 
    Their heads-up displays were playing a view of the gangway, the feed being provided by a button camera Yassir had emplaced earlier. He had reconned the area dressed as a station serviceman, pushing a mop bucket, unnoticed. There was a bustle of activity, men dressed in civilian clothes hurrying to the entrance. A fully armored Legionnaire appeared, slinging a riot gun and taking a knee. Behind him another peered around the hatchway, holding a submachinegun at the ready over his partner’s head.  
 
    “Shit,” said Agostine, “Plan Bravo.” At his words, Zivcovic and Yassir split off down a side corridor to intercept returning crew. O’Neill stripped out of her armor and strolled forward into the entrance way. Underneath it she wore a coverall with station colors and insignia, and se strode out into the opening carrying a tablet in her hand.  
 
    “Hey,” she called, “Chief Barston, station maintenance. We got some kind of alert from this area, what’s going—” and then she raised her hands as the shotgun was pointed at her. “Whoa boys, hang on a minute!” she exclaimed, “I’m just trying to get to my duty station!” 
 
    The two men, seeing no threat, lowered their weapons, one touching a comset on the wall, asking for instructions. As soon as his attention shifted away from her, O’Neill dropped her am and fired from fifteen feet away, the small sonic stunner concealed in the tablet throwing a mass of compressed air, hard as a fist, into the two men. Then she dove to the floor as Hamilton and Jones opened up over her head. The shotgun boomed as she moved, a pellet scoring her arm, then the gunner was thrown backward by heavy rifle fire that punctured his helmet. Tibalt leapt over O’Neill and swung his ripper claw, cutting through the other Frenchman’s neck and sending his head flying. The subgun arced toward the ceiling, firing wildly, punching two holes in the station’s skin. With a shrieking whistle, air started escaping, making their ears pop. 
 
    “GOT IT!” yelled Meric, whipping out a spray can and splashing a temporary patch over the holes. It burbled, then held. Behind him, Team Scout charged through the opening. Meric followed, with Yassir taking up station at the rear to watch their back.  
 
    They flowed down the central spine of the ship, firing into each compartment as they went. At the hatch to the bridge, Jones fired a half dozen glass frag grenades up the ladder, then dogged the hatch shut as screams erupted. He jammed a crowbar into the wheel, preventing it from opening manually, then Zivcovic slapped a small demo charge over the nearest control panel, detonating the shaped charge into the electronics.  
 
    “Hannover moving,” called Steuben over the radio. They were to take up position a kilometer out from the station, to wait for the shuttles with their drive hot. “Lexington is jumping in two.” 
 
    Meric acknowledged, and continued to follow the team as the advanced to the Captain’s quarters. The ship was set up as a single corridor running along the spine, with crew’s quarters branching off to each side. The soldiers ignored the Captains’ quarters; LaFiere would have taken the expensive passenger suite in the center of the ship, to be closer to his troops.  
 
    They reached the door, leaving a trail of bodies behind them. The team stacked up on it, and O’Neill went to work, placing a cracker box over the door controls. She wished Buckley could have done this one, too, but she couldn’t talk to his virus and direct it to do specific things. She heard a mad cackling of his AI ghost over her headset as it ran through the ships’ systems. The light on the box shifted from red, to orange, to green, and she held up her hand, counting down, five, four, three, two, and then one.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
    Amanda Schmetzer sat, tied to a chair, a blindfold around her face. She felt, more than heard, gunshots and explosions reverberate through the hull. Fear ran through her, and hope.  
 
    “It seems your Captain was a little smarter than I thought,” said Major LeFiere. He sat behind her, tapping at a keyboard. “I had hoped to catch him in an ambush on station, and when the Lexington came around the planet, I thought I had him…but no matter. I’ve programed a mine to detonate on the station in five minutes. That should disable their sensors long enough for us to get away.” 
 
    Another tap of the keys, and there was a muted crunch. “There, that should do it. Atmosphere completely vented.” 
 
    “You… you just killed your whole crew!” gasped out Schmetzer, appalled.  
 
    “Most of my men were dead anyway,” he said, motioning to a monitor she couldn’t see. “But the cargo hold was cut off from the ship itself, and your friends outside the door are choking on vacuum right about now. I can fly the ship automated, well enough.” 
 
    He came to the back of the chair and ripped off her blindfold. The Operative had a pistol in his hand, hammer back. “I’ll give you this, you’re no coward, cheri, so I won’t shoot you in your beautiful face.” 
 
    Major LaFiere spun her around in the chair, raised the pistol and held it to the back of her head; Amanda Schmetzer closed her eyes and started to pray. In front of her, the door slid open, and Nick Agostine stood there, gun raised. Schmetzer was in the way, blocking his shot. LaFiere shifted his aim and fired, fast as snake, hitting the mercenary in the stomach, causing the return shot to go astray.  
 
    Before the rest of the team could react, LeFiere fired again, knocking Jones back with a hammer blow to his chest armor, and hitting Zivcovic in the side of his face. Meric, directly behind them, fired once, LeFiere’s profile filling his pistol sight, just as the Frenchman’s gun flashed again. Captain Nate Meric felt a hammer blow to his face, and his world went black.  
 
    **** 
 
    “HOLD!” boomed a voice from across the cargo bay. “HOLD YOUR FIRE!” It was repeated in French several times, and the shots stopped coming from across the debris strewn cargo bay.  
 
    “Cease Fire!” called Knight over the squad net. His team immediately stopped their charge and took cover.  
 
    “Sargent Major Knight,” called a heavily accented voice, “is that you?” 
 
    “Yes. Who am I speaking with?” he replied.  
 
    A man stepped out from behind a wrecked cargo container. A large man, and one who seemed vaguely familiar. “I am Sargent Aldric Martel. You knew my brother, Peter.” 
 
    “Yes, a good man,” answered Knight. “I owed him my life.” 
 
    “He told me often of you, asked me to join your crew many times,” answered Martel. Both ignored the cries of the wounded around them, as best they could.  
 
    “It’s not too late, Aldric. We can always use a good man.” 
 
    The French NCO looked at the devastation around him, and started giving orders to his remaining half dozen men, telling them to look after the wounded. Then he walked up to Knight.  
 
    “Maybe I will stay here on station, open up a bar,” said Martel. Then he lit a cigar and drew deeply on it. “There has been enough killing today, and were we to continue, you would lose some men, and I would lose more. Besides, I do not like that merde, that shithead, LeFiere. He tortures women.” 
 
    At that moment, a call came over Knight’s radio. “Rob, this is Nick. The Captain is down, Doc Hamilton is working on him. We need to evac, fast.” 
 
    “You don’t sound too good yourself,” he radioed back.  
 
    “I’m gut shot, and it hurts like a mother fucker. But I’ll survive; you know how long it takes to die from these things. Get me to sickbay, I’ll be OK.” O’Neill interrupted his transmission, adding, “Most tic, Rob!”  
 
    “We’re done here,” said Knight, looking at Martel. He switched channels, and called, “Orient, this is Paladin, option Charlie in two mikes.” 
 
    “Roger, Charlie, two minutes,” the calm voice came back. On the shuttle, Lin powered up and maneuvered to the closest empty maintenance hangar, moving the shuttle in and powering down.  
 
    Knight held out his hand to Martel. “Until we meet again.” 
 
    “Under a different sun,” replied the Frenchman.  
 
    “I’m sorry this had to happen,” said Knight, thinking of the girl he’d shot, but not looking her way.  
 
    Martel shook his head and said, “It’s always that way. We are just tools, Sargent Major.” 
 
    They carried Dennis Yee’s body back with them, cycling the airlock and drifting silently over to Poison’s shuttle. When the bay repressurized, Shupe ignored Yee and ran a check on all the other team members. Jimmy Cahr sat on a bench, trying to buckle himself in, looking pale. The medic checked his readouts and saw that his blood pressure was low, but his heart was racing.  
 
    “Hey, Jimmy, you got shot,” she said gently.  
 
    “Huh?” he said. The kid was pale and seemed a bit out of it.  
 
    Shupe just opened up her kit and jabbed him in the exposed part of his neck, over his pressure suit. “You just sit right back and let old Hailey patch you up, Jimmy.” 
 
    Cahr looked down and saw the small hole in his leg, right through his armor. His eyes rolled up in his head and he fell forward, completely out. “Makes it easier for me!” said Shupe to herself, then louder, “Scotty, give me a hand here.”  
 
    Together they unsealed the leg of his suit, cutting off his boot with a vibroknife. A small entry hole, surrounded by an ugly bruise, welled up red with a trickle of blood. She felt around the backside, and discovered a lump just under his skin. A quick flick with a scalpel, and a 5mm grav gun slug dropped into her hand, the steel head flattened.  
 
    “Are you going to tell him it was a ricochet from Tank’s gun?” asked Orr.  
 
    “Nope, and neither are you,” she smiled, slapping bandages on the entry and exit wounds. 
 
    **** 
 
    “Thank God for Buckley,” said O’Neill, as she and Yassir carried Meric out on the portable stretcher.  
 
    “Damn straight,” grunted Agostine. “Hell of a virus he put in their system. Sonofabitch, this hurts.” Doc Hamilton was helping him stumble along, hopped up on painkillers. Zivcovic was striding stoically next to Schmetzer, who was being carried by Jones. The Serb had a bandage over half his face, but remained alert for any crewmen who might still be waiting to ambush them.  
 
    They were met at the lock by Lin, who’d shut down the shuttle and moved cautiously to the French ship. He was in armor and carrying a carbine, but the corridors had still been deserted. Just as he got there, Marjorie Brown showed up with a full squad of station security.  
 
    She raised her hand to stop them, then lowered it when she saw Meric on a stretcher. Her face immediately turned to concern, and she said, “Do you want to take him to the infirmary?” 
 
    “No,” said Hamilton, “we have to get him back to the Lex. We have a date with a French frigate.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44  
 
    The Lexington shimmered into real space, ten kilometers off the Hannover’s bow. Both shuttles left the hangar bay immediately, carrying the assault teams and the skeleton crew of the freighter.  
 
    Doc Morano met them in the bay as soon as pressure was equalized, peppering Shupe and Hamilton with questions, and doing an assessment on Meric even as they hustled him to the infirmary.  
 
    “Took a 9mm slug to the face, right orbital. The eye is gone, but I think the bullet came in at an angle. I have him sedated; he crashed twice already, but a quick scan showed fragments scattered all over his face. There may be bone fragments up into the cerebral cortex, but the round was military issue ball, and the jacket is intact.” She rattled off a number of treatments that she had already done as they hustled him off to sickbay.  
 
    Agostine was laid out on another stretcher, with an IV already in his arm. “You know, Nick, this is what, the fourth time you’ve been shot this year?” 
 
    The mercenary weakly held up his hand, spread all five fingers, and grinned slightly. O’Neill leaned over and kissed him gently, then said, “Enough, you stupid jerk.” 
 
    “He’ll be OK, Brit. Didn’t puncture any vitals, and I’ll sew him up quick. You should marry him, soon.” 
 
    “As if he would,” she answered, a bitter smile on her face. “Not till we retire.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Merrifield pushed the fear and worry aside as best he could, counting on the crew to see him through his first real test of command. Stealth was their only advantage, and he intended to use it to the max. “Asote, let’s bracket the target.” They had a fair idea of where the ship was, if it hadn’t left its station, and French commanders weren’t known for their initiative. Lacking orders from their contact on Miranda, they might very well still be sitting there. Or, they could be moving in on the station, but that wasn’t likely.  
 
    Steuben had taken his place at the sensor array, and after their third quartering jump, he shouted, “GOT HIM! Range eight light minutes.” 
 
    “Asote, jump us in on his baffles. Alex, straight and true, we only have one shot at this, and our rail gun isn’t heavy enough to punch through his armor. Get the shuttles loaded for a heavy strike. Guns, target their defensive weaponry so they can run in.” 
 
    “Nukes on the shuttles?” asked the fat man, and Merrifield pondered it. Using nuclear weapons was guaranteed to get you hunted down by just about everyone, because they were city busting weapons. The fact that the Lexington had some was an unacknowledged secret.  
 
    “Nope. Shaped charge high explosive and conventional on this. We have GOT to hit the sensor array before he gets a message out, though.”  
 
    The bridge crew set to work, plotting and planning. “Jump in ten!” called Asote.  
 
    “This is…Midshipman Schmetzer on hangar duty. Shuttles armed in five,” came the report, and a cheer broke out up and down the ship. It had cost them, but it was still to be celebrated. Any victory was.  
 
    Merrifield felt, for the first time, the pressure of command, of having no one above him to turn to. It was terrifying, the fact that, in a few minutes, several dozen men and women, and the entire ship, would be counting on his decisions in battle. He was no different than the thousands of commanders before him through history, but that didn’t help at the moment.  
 
    “OK, here we go. Asote, execute,” he said, as calmly as he could.  
 
    The stars flickered, and on the view screen, instead of the deep black of space, there was the twinkle of light from a ship’s engines on standby, and far beyond the star of Miranda Prime.  
 
    “Box,” said the XO, “it’s on you. I’m not going to ask for updates on the stealth systems unless we have a problem. Stueben, the minute the target changes aspect, tell me, and jam the shit out of their signal. Guns, let me know when we’re in range. Alex, nice and steady, keep us straight in his blind side.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Lin and Zlatcov stood outside their craft as the last set of missile pods were loaded on. Two heavy ship busters under each wing, shaped charges with tandem warheads.  
 
    “Just like old times, eh, Nadija?” asked Lin. 
 
    She smiled. Her final action in the CCCP Navy had been as a fighter jock, flying in the last great action of the Soviet - Manchu conflict. The Imperial battle fleet had jumped in close to her carrier and let loose three dozen shuttles, loaded with Marines for boarding. Both Zlatcov and Lin had been there, on opposite sides.  
 
    “Yes, like old times. Except I hope we do better than fifty percent casualties. You were good, damn you.” 
 
    Lin smiled. “Yes, so were you.” 
 
    “Let’s do this, Orient,” she said, offering her hand.  
 
    He returned her grip, and said, “Yes, let’s, Jumper.” 
 
    The walked to their respective craft, climbed in the cockpits, and strapped in. Schmetzer, standing between them on crutches, gave them a thumbs up, and sealed her helmet. On the ceiling, the pressure lights shifted from green to orange to red, and the huge doors started to roll back.  
 
    Zlatcov went first, peeling off left to stay in the shadow of the engines, and then Lin turned right.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
    “Being painted by radar, Captain, I mean, XO,” said Box in his mechanical voice. “They have an idea, maybe, but no acquisition.” 
 
    Merrifield’s heart hammered in his chest, and he gave his first order sending men into battle. It was both thrilling and terrifying at the same time. “EXECUTE!” he called out, and the ship sprang to life.  
 
    Beneath their feet, the rail gun thrummed with power, sending shot after shot at the frigate’s engines, communication arrays, and defensive turrets, and Guns hammered out a salvo of smart missiles on an anticipated turning course. The two shuttles rocketed ahead, pulling eight Gs each, in a twisting, turning spiral course toward the target. “They’ve got us,” said Box.  
 
    “Guns, target their commo array, now.” 
 
    “Already did, way ahead of you.” 
 
    On screen, there was a spark as the frigate’s shield generator was hit. “SCORE!” shouted Guns, and he started hammering his keyboard.  
 
    “Incoming rail gun fire in five, four,” said Box, and McHale threw them hard over and maxed out the sublight, straining the inertial dampeners.  
 
    Merrifield let the crew do their jobs, saying nothing as he was thrown against his restraints. It was out of his hands now, and they would have to rely on training. The ship shuddered as something hammered into it, and alarms started screaming. “Hull breach deck three, forward,” said Buckley.  
 
    “Sparky,” said Merrifield, but the Chief was already heading down the ladder.  
 
    **** 
 
    Close In Weapons Systems spat a hail of tungsten darts at the shuttles, punching holes in Zlatcov’s wing as she tried to anticipate the frigate’s turn. Her autocannon hammered back; range didn’t really matter in space, but the smaller gun just scratched the hull.  
 
    “Closer…closer,” she grunted, fighting against blackout as she maneuvered. Her targeting computer worked to anticipate the enemy’s turns, and she yelled as a railgun round from the Lexington hammered into the CIWS turret. It kept firing, though, the tracers reaching out  
 
    A green light flashed on the HUD, target in range of their missiles. “LIN, LET’S GO!”  
 
    “ROGER, STARTING M—” and his words were cut short.  
 
    She looked left just as her wingman’s shuttle fired off a missile at extreme range, then seemed to melt from the front forward. The frigate had fired a claymore, a dense cloud of depleted uranium pellets that acted as a giant shotgun blast. It shredded the shuttle and the missile in the same burst. 
 
    Lin’s emergency locator beacon started flashing on her screen, even as Zlatcov pushed the stick hard over, aiming for the underbelly of the ship. She had studied the Montcalm class extensively, and knew there was a wedge of space where neither the top nor bottom defensive turrets could converge, close in to the ship. Of course, it was full of hard radiation from the engines, but she’d never wanted to have kids anyway.  
 
    The G indicator spun rapidly, pushing past eight, then nine, and her vision tunneled, coming closer to blacking out. The flare of the engines grew in her vision, and beyond, she could see the Lexington, fires raging out into space from a hole blasted in the hull. The frigate had turned toward the Lex and was lining up her powerful spine mounted rails, not as heavy as battleship guns, but at 7kg, enough to pulverize the stealth ship.  
 
    “Davay, davay, come on, Jumper,” she sang to herself, spinning the engine nacelles and pushing the throttle to max  in reverse thrust. Poison skidded to a stop in space relative to the frigate, just below the hull, and she hammered three of the missiles off, directly at the engine room. She watched as the first was splashed by defensive fire, and then the next as a claymore went off, also shattering her right wing. The third detonated on the hull, a blinding double flash of the tandem warhead. Then she let the last missile go, directly at the fading glow of the explosion, and turned tail to run on her one remaining engine, the craft shaking like a freight train. 
 
    **** 
 
    Buckley was screaming damage reports, and McHale still fought the controls as they were holed again, and again, number two sublight engine flaming out. Guns yelled in exaltation as a rail gun hit on a defensive turret, just as the frigate turned toward them.  
 
    Break off! screamed Merrifield’s brain at him. Run, save the ship! But if they did, Miranda station was sure to die, because one signal from the frigate with the station telemetry would bring the entire French fleet in system, knowing exactly where to strike. That, and they would know that Major LaFiere was dead, and there was no need to spare anyone.  
 
    Another hit, and power fluctuated wildly. The frigate was turning to bring its ship killers in range, and he was about to give the order to jump before they ate a heavy round. Then, unexpectedly, a gout of fire erupted from the rear section, and then the antimatter containment let go. The flash, so close in, blanked out their screen, and then the EMP killed the ship’s power close up, and the Lexington drifted onward, out of control and lifeless. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    The star system was deep, deep in the Wilds, far beyond the Reach. Merrifield figured, with multiple jumps that strained their engines, they were close to a thousand light years beyond the nearest colonial settlements. Maybe more. Asote would know, but he didn’t ask the navigator; this was American business. A messenger had come to him from General Voronin, with a coded set of coordinates, as they waited outside the sickbay on Miranda Station. 
 
    “Major,” Merrifield read before the paper disintegrated, “if Colonel Meric survives his wounds, please tell him he has given enough, and someday has turned to now. From the many, come one.” He memorized the coordinates before grinding the ash under his boot, and waited for the doctors.  
 
    At each jump, there was another ship, waiting to confirm who they were, and give them coordinates to the next. This, to an M class star system, was hopefully the last. The system primary blazed hot and yellow, and they were immediately intercepted, stealth or no. Someone had gone through great trouble and expense to install a gravitic sensor net.   
 
    “Jesus, that’s a big sucker. Victory class battleship,” said McHale, recognizing the silhouette of the ship that sat ten kilometers away.  
 
    Nate Meric heard him, but he saw nothing. Since being wounded, his remaining eye had been covered; a piece of steel still pressed against his optic nerve. They needed a neurosurgeon to remove it, and Doc Morano didn’t want to chance it.  
 
    “A.J.,” whispered Meric, but then he stopped, hearing the carrier wave of the hail.  
 
    “Chief Stueben, turn that up, can you?” There really was no need, though. Everyone had heard it. 
 
    In plain, unaccented Midwestern American English, the voice repeated, “This Captain Keri Imbutu, commanding the U.S.S. Iowa. You have entered a sovereign star system. Identify yourself or you will be fired on.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” exclaimed McHale, as a half a dozen other warships, manufactured in as many different systems, warped out of nullSpace. They were a generation out of date, but still powerful. Two French heavy cruisers. A Prussian Graf Spee superdreadnought. Two Britannic Pegasus class carriers, launching short range interceptors as soon as they translated. Behind them loomed the immense bulk of a Manchu mobile battle station, a hundred kilometers across.  
 
    McHale could see, as the battleship closed, the flag painted on the sides of the grey hull. Spotlights illuminated it, thirteen stars arraigned in circle on a blue field, with red and white stripes beside them. Besides the giant hull, the Lexingtons’ two combat shuttles, flying with all their lights on, seemed like tiny fireflies in the distance.  
 
    “This is,” began Nathanael Meric, but then he choked up. After a few seconds, he spoke, his voice louder. “This is Colonel Nathanael Meric, United States Army, commanding… commanding the…” and then he stopped, drawing in a deep breath.  
 
    “Commanding the U.S.S. Lexington.” 
 
    And his good eye wept as sobs wracked his body, for the answer was, “Welcome to America, Colonel. Welcome home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END. 
 
      
 
    And the beginning. 
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 Timeline for “Under a Different Sun,” 
 
    2032 AD – Selena Rinald invents nullSpace drive, building off the Alcubierre Faster Than Light concept, allowing travel between stars. Travel time is approximately one week of ship time & relative time per light year of distance. Technology limits prevent travel of more than 200 light years before major shipyard overhaul of components.  
 
    2036 AD – First manned exploratory ships reach nearby stars.  
 
    2045 AD – First colony ships launched to nearby stars. Beginning of Diaspora. 
 
    2047 AD – Cyber warfare erupts between United States and China, destroying both countries as viable states. Earth economic collapse. Limited nuclear exchange between China and the US results in massive casualties in both countries due to infrastructure collapse 
 
    2048 AD – United States and China become UN protectorates. Little work is done on reconstruction, due to world focus on colonization. Emigration from both countries banned as war reparations. 
 
    2052 AD – Relocation of United Kingdom Government to New London, establishment of the Star Kingdom of Britannia 
 
    2052–2150 AD – Most Earth Nations establish governments in interstellar colonies, transferring authority off planet. United Nations becomes a puppet Earth government, controlled by corporations and interstellar interests.  
 
    2135 AD – Complete environmental collapse of Old Earth, colonization directly from Earth discontinued. Unofficial smuggling and looting continues, Earth’s population drops to less than 500 million.  
 
    2095–2245 AD – Emergence of Star Kingdoms among the various cultural groups that existed because of settlement patterns from Old Earth. Multi-system nations such as Republic de France, Britannia, Nueva España, Prussia and other smaller nation-states emerge from the chaos and become rivals. Intermittent warfare continues as new nations battle over control of trade routes and solar systems.  
 
    2242 AD – Russian speaking colonies united under Communist government.  
 
    ~ 2345 AD – Improvement of nullSpace drive enables ships to cross the Rift, a gap of three hundred light years, to the Galactic West of the settled areas. Rush to establish colonies on habitable M class stars.  
 
    ~ 2345 AD – Explorers discover the areas west of the Rift to be populated with human beings, living with primitive technology. Archeologists discover remains of an alien star faring civilization that existed approximately 30,000 years prior to present. No evidence of living alien space flight capable civilization remains.  
 
    2355 AD – Miranda System on the edge of The Rift becomes a haven for pirate ships and privateers.  
 
    2357 AD – Discovery of first alien civilization on Veri III. Steam age technology.  
 
    2358 + AD – Discovery of several more alien civilizations. None have developed to the technological level of star travel.  
 
    2373 AD – Nate Meric manages to escape Earth on a smuggler ship after being involved in a failed revolt against the American UN Protectorate. Lives for two years on an aboriginal planet west of the Rift, hiding out.  
 
    2375 AD – War erupts between Britannia and the Kingdom of New France. Fighting spills over into the colonies. Nate Meric begins salvage job in the new colonies. 
 
    2378 AD – Meric discovers the wreck of a French stealth ship. Returns two years later to claim as salvage, recommissions it as the “Lexington”. 
 
    2382 AD – Captain Nate Meric and the crew of the privateer / pirate ship “Lexington” encounter the wreck of the privateer “Indomitable”.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Ships’ Crew 
 
    

Lexington 
 
    Captain: Nate Meric 
 
    XO: Commander A.J. Merrifield 
 
    Chief of Boat: Master Chief Annie Sparks 
 
    Senior Pilot: Lt. CDR Alex McHale 
 
    Weapons: Guns (no other name given) 
 
    Intelligence Officer: Lt. CDR Jason Solbliatski 
 
    Sensor Operations: Warrant Officer Johan Stueben 
 
    Astrogation: Chief Warrant Officer Asote 
 
    Stealth Systems: Ensign Box 
 
    Systems Admin / Hacker. Commo: Warrant Officer Chris McCann 
 
    Apprentice Pilot: Midshipman Amanda “Bats” Schmetzer 
 
    
Attack Shuttle POISON 
 
    Pilot: Ensign Nadija Zlatcov (from Star Nation CCCP) 
 
    Poison Six: Sergeant Major Rob Knight (from Star Nation of Britannia) 
 
    Heavy Suit: Sergeant Bjorn Stenger  
 
    Specialist Dennis Yee 
 
    Specialist Scott Orr 
 
    Medic Hailey Shupe 
 
    Recruit Jimmy Cahr  
 
    
Attack Shuttle KNIFE 
 
    Pilot: Lieutenant Jenny O’Neill 
 
    Knife Six: Sergeant Major Tommy “Old Man” Stedham 
 
    Heavy Suit: Sergeant Peter “Frenchie” Martel (from New Turin, French Colonies) 
 
    Specialist Nate David 
 
    Specialist T’hic 
 
    Medic Sarah Elizabeth 
 
    Specialist Benjamin Blacklock 
 
      
 
    Attack Shuttle Scout 
 
    Pilot Chao Lin 
 
    Commander Nick Agostine 
 
    Rob Hamilton 
 
    Brit O’Neill 
 
    Ahmed Yassir 
 
    Sasha Zivcovic 
 
    Liam Jones 
 
    Tibalt 
 
    
Breaching Team 
 
    Senior Demo: Sergeant Major Nate Atkinson 
 
    Asst. Demo: Recruit Nick Holmes 
 
    
Ship’s Crew 
 
    Surgeon: Doctor Danielle Morano 
 
    Surgeon’s Mate: Petty Officer Emily Titon 
 
    Cook: Petty Officer Lyna Alexendrova 
 
    Specialist (Assistant Cook) “Billy” T’acha 
 
    Recruit (Assistant Cook) Jack Carpenter 
 
    Ship’s Purser: Lloyd Behm
  
 
    Engineering 
 
    Lt. CDR Pat Lynch 
 
    Lieutenant Bryant Turnage 
 
    Chief Warrant Robert Mühlbauer 
 
    Warrant Officer Brandon Jackson 
 
    Specialist Chet D’Silva 
 
    Recruit John Hamill 
 
    
Starboard Watch: 
 
    Ensign Robin Beck 
 
    Chief Petty Officer  
 
    Petty Officer Leif Dolan 
 
    Petty Officer Gar 
 
    Specialist Enrique Torres 
 
    Specialist Indira Singh 
 
    Specialist Travis Cox 
 
    Private T’hait 
 
    Private Emmet Fitz-Hume 
 
    Recruit Jean-Pierre Guerin
  
 
    Larboard Watch: 
 
    Lieutenant John Strasser 
 
    Chief Petty Officer Tiffany Reynolds 
 
    Petty Officer Shin Lao 
 
    Petty Officer: Neethu Cherian 
 
    Specialist Nate McClearn  
 
    Specialist Doug Cahill 
 
    Specialist Felicity Dal 
 
    Specialist Alan Pellington 
 
    Private Daniel Elling 
 
    Recruit: N’gh 
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