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Cover Blurb

After a cataclysmic interstellar war that came very close to exterminating humanity, the Daybreak Republic has risen from the ashes and embarked upon a mission to unite hundreds of human colony worlds under its banner, in hopes of preventing a second and final conflict that will complete the destruction of the human race. But not everyone agrees that the empire’s ends justify the means.

Leo Morningstar, a young naval cadet, had a bright and shining career ahead of him, until he was caught in a compromising position that could have severely embarrassed his superiors if it had become public. Unable to cashier him, his superiors chose instead to promote him - and send him into de facto exile as commander of a broken down ship, in a sector that has only just been incorporated into the empire and remains infested with pirates, rebels, and corrupt local politicians more interested in feathering their nests then improving the lives of their people. And for a man as ambitious as Leo, there are opportunities aplenty to make a name for himself.

They thought they were sending him into exile. But they might have exiled him to glory instead.


Prologue I

From: Transcript of Remarks by Grand Senator (Admiral) Sullivan, Presented at the Daybreak Naval Academy Graduation Ceremony, Daybreak, Year 204.

There is a question we are asked, time and time again, and that is this: why do we have an empire?

The people who ask that question, by and large, wish to believe that our empire is evil, and that by extension we are evil, that we are building our empire for our own self-aggrandizement. They do not wish to consider that we might have good cause for reuniting the human race under our banner, nor that their former independence was doing them more harm than good. They cannot be blamed for mourning their lost freedoms, nor can they be punished for questioning our motives. But they cannot, alas, be allowed to be independent.

It is a strong trait of our society that we always look truth in the face, that we do not permit the punishment of those who speak truth, no matter how unwelcome. It is not an easy standard to maintain, as no one enjoys being told something they do not wish to hear, but it has been the key to our success for so long that anyone who tries to sugarcoat the truth, or suppress it, must be counted as an enemy of civilisation.

And it is of civilisation that I wish to speak to you tonight.

Civilisation is a constant struggle. Those of you who have studied history will note that there have been hundreds of civilisations that had flourished, then collapsed and vanished … either through conquest, as has happened many times, or internal decay. The former is often spurred by the latter. A strong and resolute civilisation, with the ability to make best use of its manpower, technology and weapons – and develop more – is unbeatable, as long as it does not fall to internal enemies. And yet, such civilisations often have fallen? Why?

The paradox of civilisation is this; to maintain a civilisation, one must maintain the laws that created and shaped that civilisation. Yet, as that civilisation gets more developed it starts to forget the underlying reality of human nature; they start to forget that there is nothing natural about their peace and freedom, which leads – inevitably – to the collapse of their peace and freedom. They make excuses for bad behaviour, rather than confronting it openly; they allow themselves to be shamed into passivity, rather than standing up for their rights and upholding the foundations of their civilisation; they tolerate the smart, prissy intellectuals who make subtle arguments that sound good and defy anyone to speak against them, yet have no experience of the real world and therefore make fools of themselves. A civilisation often harbours the seeds of its own destruction.

Maintaining civilisation requires a certain degree of balance between too much freedom and too little. A completely free society, with no rules or customs, will collapse into chaos and anarchy, either leading to extinction or the rule of the strong. A society with no personal freedom will decay from within, eventually – again – collapsing into chaos or the rule of the strong. It is not easy to strike a balance between the two points, to grant the maximum of personal – private – freedom while preventing individuals from infringing on the rights of others. Too much intrusion into private lives is often just as dangerous as too little.

If a failure to maintain the law through upholding and enforcing it can weaken or destroy a civilisation, a failure to uphold the conventions of international – and interstellar – law can destroy an entire species. The intellectuals I mentioned above spoke of international codes of conduct that would bind nations, on the assumption that all nations would consider them binding and therefore war would be civilised … and ran, hard, into the cold reality that it was, and remains, incredibly difficult to force a nation to abide by such codes. They were unenforceable, save by force, and the lack of any power with both the demonstrated ability and willingness to enforce them ensured they were worse than useless. Indeed, having proven that international conventions were worthless, they spurred the decay of older conventions drawn up by wiser men, ensuring that war, never civilised, became even less so.

The great mistake of the old United Nations on Earth eons ago was in launching thousands – perhaps hundreds of thousands – of colony missions without laying the groundwork for any framework of interstellar law, or enforcement, that could prevent large-scale interstellar conflict. It was a failure that would cost it dear, as jump drives improved and military operations became more than just random pirates and raiders preying on worlds too weak to defend themselves. The lack of any strong authority to keep the spacelanes open led directly to war, a series of minor conflicts that rapidly expanded into a holocaust that came far too close to destroying the entire human race. It may seem absurd, but so too did some fool thing in the Balkans that led to a war that set the entire Earth on fire.

That is the reason behind our empire, our ever-expanding control over the spacelanes and our determination to ensure that the human race is reunited. We are a strong, ruthlessly pragmatic power that can and will impose our will on the rest of the universe. We keep smaller conflicts under control, sometimes by enforcing a peace and sometimes by transporting one side to another world; we provide a neutral forum for debates, and courts which follow a series of simple laws, backed by naked force. We do not allow ourselves any illusions about the true nature of humanity, or the universe itself. Our goal is to prevent a second interstellar war, because – in the end – there is no guarantee there will be anyone left, after a second war, to rebuild and fight a third.

As the old saying goes, “good times make weak men; weak men make hard times; hard times make strong men; strong men make good times.”

We are the strong men. And we will do everything in our power to ensure that weak men do not have the chance to tear down what we’ve built from within …

You cadets have all passed through the most gruelling space naval training program known to man. You are well-versed in everything from modern engineering to history, moral philosophy, and basic interstellar law. You will go to your ships and serve the empire, and in doing so, serve the human race itself. You must never forget that you are part of a society – a ruling class - that seeks to prevent a second interstellar war, you must never let yourself get too close to local concerns and forget your duty.

And as you advance in the ranks, as many of you will, you must never forget how the universe truly works.

We are harsh and stern father figures. It cannot be denied. But the alternative is worse.

You must never forget that, either.


Prologue II

The young man waiting in the antechamber, Deputy Commandant Horace Valerian thought sourly, could have stepped off a recruiting poster.

He had been on a poster, according to his file. The Daybreak Naval Academy regularly showcased the careers of talented young cadets, highlighting their struggles as they tried to become naval officers in a bid to invite others to sign up. The training program was deliberately hard, to ensure that only the best passed the four years of training they needed to become an officer and start working their way to high rank, and the young man had been one of the best. No, the best. He wouldn’t have become class valedictorian three years out of four if he hadn’t had the right combination of aptitude, skill and luck – and a willingness to work hard – to pass. And yet …

Horace rubbed his eyes, cursing the young man under his breath. It was impossible to think him a fool – space was an unforgiving environment, and anyone who lacked a brain and the wisdom to use it was unlikely to survive long enough to be expelled – and yet, he’d done something incredibly foolish. Or had he? The timing was exact, almost perfect. A week earlier and the politics could have been finessed, ensuring the Academy wouldn’t have to tolerate such a cad giving the final address at graduation; a week later and it would be someone else’s problem, someone who might solve the problem by summarily busting the young idiot down to crewman or assigning him to detached duty, ensuring he’d never be a problem again. Horace had no idea if the twit had done it deliberately – there was no hint, in any of the overt and covert assessments he’d passed over the years, that he harboured a deep hatred for the Academy – and yet, it hardly mattered. The Academy was going to take one hell of a black eye, and it was all the fault of the young man waiting outside.

A flash of anger ran through Horace, a reminder of the old shame that came from spending most of his career in the rear. He’d always been more of a bureaucratic administrator than a warfighter and he knew, without false modesty, that he’d never be anything more. The odds of him becoming Commandant were low, and the odds of him ever rising high were even lower. The cadets might respect his administrative ability, how he judged schedules and balanced the egos of training officers who were often experts in their fields and complete naifs in others, but they knew better than to emulate him. They wanted to win glory, to carry the flag into the distant reaches of space, to bring new worlds and civilisations into the empire and, in doing so, boost their careers to heights even they could barely imagine. Horace had thought, privately, that the class valedictorian was just another overly ambitious young man, one who would learn many hard lessons before he rose to the top. And instead …

He shook his head, trying not to glance at the antique clock ticking in the corner. There were bare hours before the graduation ceremony was to begin, when the academy would have to decide between allowing the valedictorian to give his damned speech or coming up with some excuse, no matter how absurd, to deny it. They were fucked either way, Horace thought, using words he would never say out loud. If they let the fool speak, they’d wind up with egg on their faces; if they denied him, the young man’s patron would be angry and the consequences of that were incalculable. The Grand Senator might believe his young client deserved punishment – no one reached the highest senatorial rank without a firm grasp of reality and a willingness to cut a misbehaving client loose if they became an embarrassment – but no patron could afford to be seen as abandoning a client without very good cause. A week earlier and it might have been possible to come to terms, to ensure there was good cause, but the timing simply hadn’t worked out. Horace was an old master at playing the political game and he knew there was no time. No matter what he did, the Academy was going to get a black eye …

And Horace was morbidly sure he’d be the one taking the blame.

Anger boiled through him. Commandant O’Hara could not be faulted for stepping aside and allowing his deputy to handle the crisis, damn the man. No court-martial board in existence would accept a man so hurt, so betrayed, passing judgement on the man who had betrayed him. Horace knew anything his superior did would be questioned savagely, perhaps overturned, by the board of inquiry. Commandant O’Hara had enemies – no one rose so high without making a few enemies along the way – and they’d gather like flies on shit, pointing out the sheer injustice and undermining his position, without a single care for the legalities of the affair. Why would they care, when they had a perfect opportunity to bring their enemy down? No, Horace could hardly fault the Commandant for passing the poisonous charge to him. But his understanding would not save his career.

His thoughts ran in circles. The young fool cannot be allowed to give the address, because the Academy cannot afford to turn a blind eye to his conduct or be seen to be affirming it. The young fool cannot be stripped of his rank and title, because it would bring his patron down on our heads. We don’t have time to call the Grand Senator and discuss the matter and … what the hell are we going to do?

He scowled as another message popped up on his terminal. Preparations for the ceremony were well underway. Families, patrons and journalists were already arriving in the nearest town, to watch the cadets march out – and take their relatives out for lunch – before the young men reported to their first real duty stations. He should be out there, supervising his crew and making damn sure that everything was in order, before the crowd arrived at the Academy itself. The slightest mistake could – would – be horrifically embarrassing. The eyes of the galaxy were upon them, some looking to the benefits of empire and others watching for signs the empire’s ability to enforce its will was declining. Horace had no illusions. If something went wrong, no matter how minor, the consequences would be felt hundreds of light years away.

And they won’t stop, he reflected ruefully, with the destruction of my career.

He sat back in his seat, trying to think of something – anything – that could get him and the navy out of the political nightmare the young idiot had created. It was hard to remember – to force himself to believe – that the fool hadn’t intended to craft such a nightmare … in truth, Horace didn’t really believe it. The timing was just too good. It was … far too good.

I can’t demote him, I can’t expel him, I can’t …

Horace stopped, mouth hanging open as a thought occurred to him. What if … his hands darted to the terminal, bringing up nearly two hundred years of naval history in a desperate search for a precedent. The idea was absurd, on paper; it was the kind of concept that, under normal circumstances, would land him in very hot water indeed. There were limits to just how much a patron, no matter how important, could boost a client’s career. And Horace wasn’t even the young fool’s patron. People would talk …

But would it solve the problem?

A flash of excitement ran through Horace, even as he checked and rechecked the files to make absolutely sure he wasn’t crossing a line. The precedents existed … barely. It would be one hell of a court-martial, if the matter became public before it was too late, but who would discuss the issue openly? Everyone involved, even the young fool himself, had excellent reason to keep their mouths firmly shut. Horace was too old a hand to believe it would remain a secret indefinitely – the political graveyards were littered with men who believed their secrets would never be uncovered – but by the time it came out the issue would be resolved, one way or the other. It galled him to be rewarding the young man, even if it was a reward that came with a sting in the tail, yet …

It wasn’t a perfect solution, Horace reflected as he worked his way through the paperwork with terrifying speed, then called a handful of friends in various departments to ensure the paperwork was submitted and processed. It helped that the post-graduation assignments were never revealed, not even to patrons, before the ceremony was completed. There’d be no one in a position to both notice the discrepancy and do something about it … and anyone who did, he was sure, wouldn’t realise what had really happened. Whoever heard of punishing someone by giving him a promotion?

The terminal pinged. The orders were ready. Horace printed them – by long custom, duty assignments were always on paper – and leaned back in his chair, congratulating himself on his own cleverness. It had been a very close-run thing, but he’d made it. One way or another, he told himself, the matter would be resolved to the satisfaction of all parties. And there was no way the young idiot could protest, not without sinking his entire career.

And if nothing else, he reflected as he called his secretary and asked her to send Cadet Morningstar into his office, he would never have to see the young man again.


Chapter One

Cadet – Provisional Lieutenant - Leo Morningstar sat outside the Deputy Commandant’s office and waited.

He was not, precisely, under arrest. The provosts who had taken custody of him, after the shore patrol had caught him en flagrante delicto, had neither handcuffed him nor stripped his rank badges from his uniform, before marching him to the outer office and ordering him to wait. Leo had spent a couple of nights in the guardhouse – it was almost a rite of passage, after completing the first year at the academy – and he knew what it was like, but this was different. He wasn’t sure just how much trouble he was in, although the fact he’d been brought to the office – rather than the guardhouse – suggested he was not on the verge of being expelled. That would be awkward, to say the least. And yet …

His lips quirked, briefly, as he tried to force himself to relax. He had graduated. He couldn’t be expelled, not now, and he doubted he could be put in front of a court-martial board. The Old Man – Commandant O’Hara – was no doubt trying to find a way to do just that, but it was a legal impossibility. The mere fact he was sitting outside the Deputy Commandant’s office suggested O’Hara agreed, although there was no way to be sure. Leo hadn’t been in naval service for long, but he was all too aware that the letter of the law could be manipulated to evade the spirit. Daybreak prided itself on keeping the law as simple as possible, to make it harder for a planet to ignore its responsibilities to the interstellar union, yet there was plenty of precedent for a legal officer finding ways to get whatever his CO wanted done with a veneer of legality. They didn’t always get away with it, when their decisions were reviewed by the Senate, but it was often too late to help the planet adversely impacted by the poor legal work. And that meant …

He took another breath. He had graduated. And he had a powerful patron. He was safe.

The secretary looked up. “Cadet Morningstar, you may enter the office.”

Leo stood, keeping his irritation under tight control. A cadet who passed the first two years had the right to be addressed as Midshipman, and Leo was one of the few – the very few – cadets who had been promoted to Lieutenant before formally graduating. It was a provisional rank, and it could be lost very easily, but it was still a mark of accomplishment, as well as the faith his tutors had in him. He had promised himself that he would not lose the rank, and indeed he would strive to see it confirmed within the year. It was not unprecedented. And the few who had achieved it before had gone on to great things indeed.

He stepped into the Deputy Commandant’s office and saluted, trying not to look around with interest. It was hardly the first time he’d met Deputy Commandant Horace Valerian, but he’d never actually been in the man’s office before and he had to admit he was a little curious. The office was surprisingly spartan – like most of the academy – but there were a handful of antiques scattered around, including a grandfather clock that ticked loudly, something that bothered Leo more than he cared to admit. The man himself wore a dress uniform carefully tailored to hide his paunch, but he still managed to give off the air of being more at home behind a desk than on a starship’s bridge. Leo wondered, idly, how he’d managed to avoid being rotated back to front-line service, a legal requirement to keep rear-area officers losing track of what was important. Perhaps Valerian believed he would never be promoted again. It wasn’t impossible. The Daybreak Navy was constantly expanding, but there were limits to just how many men could hold high-ranking positions at any one time. The senatorial rolls listed hundreds, perhaps thousands, of officers who would never see a combat command again.

Valerian nodded, then studied a datapad thoughtfully. Leo remained calm and composed, standing at attention and waiting to be ordered to relax. The Deputy Commandant was playing a power game by forcing him to wait, something that would have been a little more effective if Leo’s old headmaster hadn’t done the same, back when he’d been a schoolboy. He might have been firmly convinced that sparing the rod was spoiling the child, and he’d often put theory into practice, but making someone wait just betrayed a certain kind of insecurity. Leo knew he was young, barely twenty, and yet even he could tell the difference between someone who knew what he was talking about – and was therefore worth listening to – and someone who was faking it in the certain knowledge there was no way he could make it. The two men would have been shocked if they knew he’d compared the two, but they had a great deal in common …

“Leo Morningstar,” Valerian said. He didn’t look up from his datapad, although there was something in his manner that suggested he’d read the file already, before summoning Leo into his office. “Born, Year 184. Father, Senior Crew Chief Davis on RSS Morningstar, who was awarded the Navy Cross by then-Captain Sullivan and took the name of his ship in thanks, as was and remains customary for recipients of the Cross. Mother, Hoshiko Davis, nee Yu, the daughter of a pair of immigrants who were granted citizenship in Year 160 and, after doing her planetary service, became a teacher, married Davis, and gave birth to six children, including you.”

He paused, as if he were inviting comment. Leo knew better than to say a word.

“You grew up in Cold Harbour, a suburb of Augustus City, because your mother worked in the local school. Your father died saving his commander’s life, for which he gave you and your family patronage, ensuring you would study at a very good secondary school and then enter the Naval Academy itself at sixteen, a year younger than most cadets. You did very well, in your first year, and would have probably made the year-valedictorian if you hadn’t got into a fight with a senior cadet …”

He looked up. “Why?”

“He insulted my mother, sir,” Leo said.

The Deputy Commandant cocked his head. “And that justified beating Senior Cadet Francis Blackthrone to within an inch of his life?”

“Yes, sir,” Leo said. It had been one thing to be harassed himself – he understood he’d be put through the wringer, to make sure the men were separated from the boys before it was too late – but quite another to tolerate suggestions his mother had been a whore, earning a patron through providing sexual services to her husband’s CO. “He deserved it.”

It was hard not to smile. Blackthrone had been an idiot. It was bad enough to make the snide accusations, time and time again, but far worse to do it when he was well within range. Leo had struck fast and hard, ramming his fist into the older cadet’s chest and then following up with a kick that had ended the fight for good. It hadn’t really been much of a contest, to be honest. Leo had no idea how Blackthrone had gotten through the unarmed combat course, but even he should have known to keep his distance if he was going to shout unbearable insults. But then, it was rare for a junior to try to put a senior in his place. The few who tried followed protocol and did it openly.

“You were nearly expelled, and your career was only saved through the direct intervention of Grand Senator Sullivan,” Valerian continued. “You went on to do extremely well in your second year, which ensured you did your third year on a training ship rather than a station, and you earned a coveted – if provisional – promotion to lieutenant after saving the lives of both your peers and training officers. The only black mark on your record, as you went into your fourth and final year, was that you asked the training supervisor if the incident had been faked to test you. He was not pleased.”

“No, sir,” Leo said. The supervisor had never raised his voice, but he’d still managed to put him in his place with a sharp lecture, pointing out that the staff would never risk putting the cadets in very real danger. Not like that, certainly. “He wasn’t.”

Valerian nodded. “You recently completed your fourth year, without losing your provisional promotion, and became – for a third time – class valedictorian, ensuring you were granted the right to give the valedictorian address at the graduation ceremony. Your classmates also voted you the Marty Sue Award, although you were denied the full honours” – his lips turned up slightly – “because you didn’t make valedictorian during your first year. There was no reason to believe you wouldn’t give your speech, then report to your first duty station and go on to a long and honourable naval career.”

He paused. “And then, only a few short hours ago, you were caught in bed with the Commandant’s wife.”

“Yes, sir.”

Valerian looked up at him. “Explain.”

Leo said nothing. He hadn’t known who Fleur O’Hara was, when he’d met her the first time, and even after he’d realised he hadn’t abandoned the affair. She’d been bored and desperately lonely, her husband largely uninterested in her … Leo had wondered, privately, if picking up a cadet was her way of getting back at her husband, although the sex had been great and completely without any strings attached. They had both known the affair would come to an end, eventually, but … he cursed, inwardly. In hindsight, it might have been smarter to insist they went to a love hotel, rather than her apartment. But she had insisted she could not be seen anywhere near such an establishment.

“Explain,” Valerian repeated.

“I met her in the bar,” Leo said, keeping the details as vague as possible. He wasn’t sure how much the older man knew. “I didn’t realise who she was, at first. We had sex, which is how we were caught …”

It was hard to hide his anger. Fleur had assured him her neighbours were discreet and yet … someone had clearly called the shore patrol. Who, and why? It was rare for cadets to visit the married quarters, certainly so close to graduation. A previous commandant had landed himself in hot water after ordering a cadet to mow his lawn, from what he’d heard, and a surprising number of military spouses thought they shared their partner’s rank. Better to stay away, the cadets had been cautioned, rather than wind up on report for ignoring orders from civilians – even citizens – who thought they had the right to issue them.

“You are fortunate that Mrs. O’Hara swore blind she seduced you, rather than insisting you picked her up … or raped her,” Valerian said, coldly. “Regardless, your actions have brought great shame on the Naval Academy, and the Commandant is insisting you be severely punished.”

He paused. “You may not have openly broken any regulations, young man, but you certainly bent the honour code into a pretzel. You have also ensured, thanks to the mystery informant, that the incident cannot be covered up. Worse, your timing was extremely good. You cannot be punished, not easily, and yet you are unworthy to serve as valedictorian. A young naval officer is expected to be a model of pure and perfect rectitude at all times. How does that square with an illicit affair with a senior officer’s wife?”

Leo took a breath. He had read the rules and regulations and he was fairly sure he couldn’t be given more than a slap on the wrist, not now. Any demotion – let alone expulsion – would have to be justified and doing that would be difficult, if not impossible, without provoking the wrath of his patron and – or – a public enquiry. The Commandant and his Deputy had to answer to the Board of Directors, which in turn answered to the Senate, and it would be difficult to convince all of them that their actions had been justified. His patron would certainly not be very pleased.

“You are thinking you cannot be punished,” Valerian said, as if he’d been reading Leo’s thoughts. Leo remembered, too late, that Valerian might be a paper-pusher, rather than an officer who led from the front, but he was very far from being a fool. “In a sense, young man, you are quite right. We cannot demote or expel you, nor can we contrive an excuse to deny you the position and honours you have earned, certainly not without causing problems we cannot overcome.”

Leo felt a flash of hope. Perhaps, just perhaps, the whole affair could be buried …

“So we’re promoting you,” Valerian said. His lips curved into a humourless smile. “Congratulations, Lieutenant Commander Morningstar.”

“What?” Leo boggled. His Lieutenancy was provisional, a point that had been made clear to him time and time again. The idea of being jumped up two ranks without even a day of real starship service was just absurd. No one would take him seriously, and everyone would check his service record and ask pointed questions of the men who’d promoted him. “Sir, I …”

Valerian’s smile grew wider. “It is an honour to be promoted so quickly,” he said. “And your new duty station has already been assigned. You will be heading there shortly, to take up your new post. Unfortunately, you will not have the time to attend your own graduation and give your planned speech, but everyone will understand that there was no choice.”

Leo stared at him. “Sir …”

“You are aware, of course, that we have recently started the process of incorporating several new sectors into our empire,” Valerian continued. “Those sectors have seen little law and order since the First Interstellar War, and they have suffered for it. The Senate believes it is vitally important to establish our authority, and in doing so convince the locals that they have a better future with us, rather than remaining independent and vulnerable to both pirates and predatory neighbours. They have put pressure on the navy to assign more ships to the sector, despite the massive commitments elsewhere. One of those ships is RSS Waterhen.”

Leo frowned. He’d never heard of Waterhen.

“It is a sad story,” Valerian said. “She was a noble ship, in her time, but now she is somewhat outdated, and would be withdrawn from service if we were not so desperate for hulls. She remains on the fleet list, yet her commanding officer is very hands-off. So hands-off, in fact, that he has managed to ensure his command remained in-system, allowing him to spend most of his time in the pleasure dens rather than doing his job. If he were not so well-connected, he would have been ordered to get on with it by now, or summarily stripped of rank, but …”

He shrugged, expressively. “His ship remains in-system. And he remains planetside.”

“Sir …” Leo found it hard to put his thoughts into words. “And he gets away with it?”

“It is astonishing what someone can get away with, if they have good connections and they avoid unwanted attention,” Valerian said. “If Captain Reginald Archibald were in command of a modern starship, he would have been court-martialed by now and even his connections wouldn’t be enough to save him. As it is, Waterhen is simply too unimportant for anyone to notice. The handful of crew assigned to her are the dregs of the service – anyone with any common sense starts bucking for a transfer the moment they realise that staying on Waterhen will kill their careers – and none, I suspect, have any inkling that they’re supposed to be preparing to leave Daybreak and make their way to their assigned posting.”

He met Leo’s eyes. “And you will be in command.”

Leo blinked. That was impossible. “What?”

“Oh, not on paper,” Valerian assured him. “On paper, Captain Archibald will be in command and you will be nothing more than third-ranking officer. In practice, you will be the commander because the CO is going to remain behind and the XO managed to get herself transferred to an asteroid station. It must have seemed an improvement over Waterhen.”

He paused. “Your promotion is quite valid, I assure you. But you won’t be back here in a hurry.”

Leo felt a flicker of dull respect, mingled with anger and horror. The promotion was bad enough. No one would believe he’d earned it, because he hadn’t. And yet, there was no way he could refuse it either. It was vanishingly rare for anyone who declined a promotion to be offered a second chance … hell, there was no way his patron could complain. On paper, he was being rewarded … he cursed under his breath, realising just how well he’d been stitched up. He might be the de facto commander of an entire starship, but his assignment to the far edge of explored and incorporated space would limit his chances to be noticed. His unearned promotion would be the last, no matter how well he did …

And the moment another ship was assigned to the sector, he’d find himself effectively demoted.

Valerian passed him a folder. “Everything is in order,” he said. “Your shuttle is already arranged; you have just under an hour to grab your bags, then hurry to the pad before it’s too late. Your mother will be informed of your promotion, and we’ll arrange for her to be greeted and honoured instead of attending the graduation. I imagine you’ll have time to message her before you jump out. If you miss the shuttle, you’ll find yourself in very hot water indeed.”

Leo swallowed, still stunned. “Sir, I …”

“You were the most promising cadet we had over the past few years,” Valerian said, bluntly. “You knew your worth very well. And now you have thrown it all away, and risked hitting us with a scandal that could – that still might – do immense damage to the Academy and the Navy itself. If we had time to arrange it, your fate would not be so kind.”

He met Leo’s eyes. “I hope you enjoy your new assignment. Command at such a young age will look very good on your record, even if you don’t enjoy command rank. But one way or another, young man, we will never see each other again.

“Dismissed.”


Chapter Two

Leo was still stunned as he grabbed his bag – already packed – from his former dorm and made his way to the shuttlepad.

He had been fairly certain he couldn’t be demoted, not without causing a major political headache for all involved. There had been no coercion, nothing that could have justified summarily removing him from the graduation ceremony … certainly nothing that could have stood up to even a minor investigation. He’d expected a slap on the wrist, if the staff didn’t quietly pretend the whole affair hadn’t happened. It was in everyone’s interest, or so he’d thought, that the incident be buried as quickly as possible.

His head spun. He’d underestimated Valerian. The old man might have been a bureaucrat with little real military experience – Leo had looked up the Deputy Commandant’s record and it was about as unimpressive as he’d expected – but he’d found a neat way to square the circle, ensuring Leo was heavily punished without making it obvious. Leo wondered, sourly, why Valerian had never taken his tactical instincts onto the battlefield, where his –previously unproven – talent for ingenious solutions would have made him a terror. Leo had been put into a neat little trap. If he accepted the promotion and the de facto command of a starship, he would spend most of his career a very long way from Daybreak; if he refused it, he’d never be offered another. The navy would agree with his implicit assessment of his own abilities and act accordingly, ensuring he spent the remainder of his career on an asteroid mining station … if he were lucky. He ground his teeth in frustration. In hindsight, he should never have let himself get so close to Fleur.

But she was so attractive, part of his mind whined. Fleur had been middle-aged, with the desires and experience – and confidence – to match. And she made the first move.

Sure, another part of his mind retorted. And now she’s fucked you in every way possible.

He knew that wasn’t true, as he stepped onto the shuttlepad and made his way to the sole spacecraft resting on the pad. He hadn’t been raped, any more than she had been. He could have said no at any moment, before or after he discovered who she was. Their relationship could have been nothing more than a one-night stand, a brief night of passion before they went their separate ways … he knew, he’d never been in any doubt, their relationship had never been about anything more than sex, but it was still hard to acknowledge that it would have come to an end eventually. He wondered, bitterly, just who had called her husband or alerted the patrolmen, then shrugged. It was likely he’d never know.

The pilot shot him a sharp look. “You the boy flying out to Waterhen?”

“Yes.” Leo had to bite his tongue to keep from saying something sharp. He was a commissioned officer now, and his rank was not – according to the paperwork – provisional. It wasn’t a good thing. No one would hold losing a provisional rank against him – it wasn’t uncommon for a cadet to be promoted too high, then demoted so they could gain more seasoning – but a formal rank was something else and being demoted from that would be stain on his record. “Should I strap myself in, or let your stewardess buckle the straps for me?”

The pilot snorted. “No stewardess on this flight, mate,” he said. “She’s off on leave. She’s been on leave for the last year and a half. I can’t imagine why.”

Leo buckled himself in, checking the straps automatically. “I can’t imagine why either,” he said, dryly. There was no stewardess, although the bigger transport shuttles did have a crewman assigned to make sure the cadets had strapped themselves in before the shuttle took off. “How long to Waterhen?”

“Couple of hours,” the pilot said. “You’re leaving early.”

“Orders are orders,” Leo said. He had a nasty feeling the pilot had been reassigned on short notice too. “Can’t be helped.”

“I’ll say,” the pilot said. “What happened to graduation?”

Leo blushed involuntarily as the pilot ran through a brief set of checks, then launched the shuttle into the air. He leaned forward, peering out the porthole as the Academy fell away below him, catching brief glimpses of Heinlein Town – the nearest watering hole, where he’d met Fleur – and, in the distance, Augustus City, before the shuttle passed through the clouds and headed into orbit. He swallowed hard, glancing at the chronometer. A few hours from now, his classmates would be marching onto the parade grounds to start the graduation ceremony, where their names and honours would be read to the crowd before the former salutatorian – the new valedictorian – gave the final speech. He wondered, bitterly, just who’d get the coveted spot – and just what they’d think of how they’d gotten it. There had been five or six cadets who had been just below him, the difference between them practically microscopic. It would be interesting to hear, later, who’d been chosen. He guessed Valerian would choose the least controversial option and hope for the best.

It was hard not to feel a sense of loss, even though he was honest enough to admit he’d brought the disaster on himself. He had worked hard for the last four years, top of the class three years out of four, and he’d known he had a brilliant career awaiting him. There was no way to be sure – not now, certainly – where the navy had intended to send him, after graduation, but he had thought it would have been somewhere he could show off his abilities and prove himself worthy of promotion. The youngest commanding officer in naval history had reached command rank six years after graduation and Leo had intended to beat that record … it occurred to him, in a sense, that he had ...

He put the thought out of his mind – there was no point in brooding on things that hadn’t been, and now never would be – and forced himself to study the near-orbit display. Daybreak was surrounded by hundreds of orbital fortresses, industrial nodes, shipyards and space habitats, the latter housing thousands upon thousands of trained workers as they strove to turn the planet into the greatest concentration of industrial might in human history. Countless starships flitted about, from the powerful Home Fleet – constantly drilling to keep their skills sharp, the officers and crew all too aware they’d be reassigned to more active-duty stations shortly – to thousands of freighters, courier boats and diplomatic vessels from the Autonomous Worlds, designed to look fancy even though their homeworlds only maintained a limited internal independence through Daybreak’s good graces. Leo felt a flicker of contempt as the sensors zeroed in, briefly, on a starship that was clearly from Earth. Humanity’s homeworld still claimed to be the cultural centre of the known universe – wisely, few challenged the claim – but it was clear the Earthers had no sense of practicality. Their starship looked fancy, yet if she went into battle she’d be taken apart within seconds. There were just too many vulnerabilities in her design.

The pilot glanced back. “We’re clear of the high orbitals now,” he said. “You want a cup of tea?”

Leo shook his head, taking his datapad from his bag and bringing it online. Valerian had ensured he had the clearance to access and download anything a regular Lieutenant-Commander could, as well as transferring files that would normally only be open to Waterhen’s commander and his XO, and Leo wasn’t fool enough to waste time when he could be studying his new posting. The cadets had been advised to read up on their postings, when they were assigned, in hopes of avoiding mistakes that would make them look like idiots in front of the crew, or – worse – senior officers. A full-sized battleship was so big and complex, they’d been told, that it was easy to get lost within the maze of corridors and maintenance tubes. Leo hadn’t believed it until the cadets had been assigned to RSS Švejk, where the crew had been trained to be as difficult as possible to handle, certainly for young and inexperienced officers, and the senior officers were tyrants. The training vessel had been an eye-opening experience, for young men who’d thought two years of training had prepared them for actual shipboard duty. Leo had enjoyed the cruise, but …

He scowled as he scanned the files, cursing under his breath. Valerian hadn’t exaggerated. RSS Waterhen was not in good shape, to the point there was something about the files that didn’t quite add up. He checked the dates and swore to himself, noting the latest maintenance report had been filed a full year ago … and it was clear, just looking at it, that the engineers had skimped on the reporting. If he could see it, why couldn’t the IG? Everyone would understand why a captain on a long deployment, hundreds of light years away, hadn’t filed his report in time, but Waterhen hadn’t left Daybreak in years. The IG should have noted the discrepancies – if Leo could see them, an inspector certainly could – and dispatched an investigative team to discover the truth. And yet, they hadn’t. It boded ill.

His mood darkened as he scanned the personnel files. Waterhen was meant to have a fifty-man crew, but she had barely twenty-three … counting the absent Captain and reassigned XO. There was a certain vagueness about the files that suggested trouble, probably problems that didn’t quite rise to the level of meriting summarily dismissal, or early retirement instead of a court-martial, but … he scowled. He’d been cautioned that some officers would try to offload problematic crewmen on other ships, rather than go through the paperwork for formal punishment, yet he’d always thought the stories exaggerated. Now, he had the feeling those unwanted crewmen had been reassigned to Waterhen, where they could spend the rest of their careers out of sight and mind.

“Fuck,” he muttered. The files weren’t meant, he was sure, to reveal that the ship’s CO had left his command several months ago, never to return, but they did. He wasn’t even sure who was in command. The chain of command was supposed to be absolute – there were cases when a ship had taken such heavy damage that a young midshipman, ninth in the chain of command, had been forced to take the helm – but the files were vague about just who was the senior remaining officer. “How the hell did this get so badly out of hand?”

He shook his head, knowing the answer. He’d met his fair share of officers who came from old money, their families so prominent that nothing short of complete disaster or outright criminality could get them demoted or dismissed. There’d been a couple of cadets who’d thought their family names entitled them to honours and glories and an easy ride … the tutors had been good at deflating their egos, teaching them they needed to learn to follow before they could lead, but not all – from what he’d heard – remained so capable once they left the academy and started climbing the ladder to high rank. The navy tended to make sure the worst never saw combat command, or promotion beyond a certain point, yet it wasn’t easy to keep them from getting too high unless they embarrassed themselves. Captain Reginald Archibald, titularly the captain of the Waterhen, was a scion of a family with a long history of military and political service, had the connections he needed to survive anything, short of a major military disaster. Leo felt torn between contempt and envy. He’d never met the man, yet he already detested him.

And the best way to embarrass him, Leo thought coldly, would be to do the job he’s supposed to do, all the while making it clear I did it.

He smirked, then forced himself to sit back and read through the remaining files. The internal files were a mess … his earlier thoughts came back to haunt him, reminding him that memorising the official deck plans might be actively misleading. Starships were designed to allow a considerable degree of internal reconfiguration, but all such redesigns were supposed to be carefully charted and then reported to BuShips. It didn’t look as if anyone had bothered … no, it looked as if some reconfigurations had been reported and others left off the books. His heart sank. It was going to be a nightmare just sorting out the mess long enough to get the ship underway. And if the IG finally got its thumb out of its ass and came to investigate …

They’ll blame me for everything, he thought. He wouldn’t have been on the ship for more than a few days, at most, but it was possible they’d try to pin the blame on him. An officer could not be blamed, his instructors had said, for the situation they found when they reached their new duty posting, yet there was a very short time limit for that officer to either fix the problem or report it to higher authority before he became responsible for it. And that would be pretty bad.

“We’re nearing your new posting,” the pilot said, with false cheer. “You want me to swing around the ship so you can get a good look at her?”

“Yeah.” Leo unbuckled his straps and stood, making his way to the empty co-pilot’s chair. “Did they challenge us?”

“No,” the pilot said. “That’s odd, isn’t it?”

Leo swore under his breath as he peered into the starfield. Modern weapons could strike a target so far beyond visual range that the whole idea of waiting until you saw the whites of their eyes was not only stupid, but suicidal. They were already close enough to unleash a spread of missiles, or plasma balls, or simply push the drive to full power and ram the shuttle into the destroyer’s hull. Waterhen was supposed to be tough – she’d been built in an era where closing with the enemy was the expected tactic – yet there were limits. Her duty officer should not have allowed the shuttle to get so close without making damn sure of her bona fides. The risk was just too great.

“Send our IFF codes,” he ordered, shortly. He’d been told bridge duty was boring, particularly when the ship rested within the most powerful fixed defences known to mankind, but it wasn’t that hard to set an automatic alert. If the duty officer – he hoped to hell there was one – was playing with himself, rather than doing his job, Leo would kick him up the arse. Literally. “Let’s see how long they take to respond.”

His eyes narrowed as they flew closer, the dark starfield slowly revealing a dozen shipyard strips, industrial nodes, and starships in varying states of repair or refit. Waterhen was holding position at the edge of the assembly, a dark flattened arrowhead bristling with weapons and sensor nodes. Leo frowned as he spotted the heavy phaser banks emplaced at the ship’s prow – those hadn’t been on the diagrams – and the handful of outdated sensor nodes positioned right behind them, so close that the backwash was likely to do considerable damage to the sensors, perhaps partly blinding the whole ship. There should have been two assault shuttles mounted on the hull – Waterhen was too small to have an internal shuttlebay – but they were both missing. Leo cursed under his breath. It was one thing to send the shuttle elsewhere, if there was no prospect of the ship being ordered to depart in a hurry; it was quite another to file a false readiness report. He made a mental note to report the discrepancies as soon as possible, perhaps after they were underway. It would hopefully lead to trouble for the ship’s nominal commanding officer.

“We just got pinged.” The pilot sounded as if he were amused, but there was an edge to his tone that suggested otherwise. “You think they’re asleep over there, or dead drunk?”

Leo shook his head in dismay. The shuttle was far too close to the hull for anyone’s peace of mind. They could ram the hull … hell, they could have mounted a primitive bomb-pumped laser on the shuttle and fired a ravening beam of destructive power into the destroyer, fired at such point-blank range that it would be impossible to miss. A lone shuttle could have taken out the entire ship … he reminded himself that, technically, he had the authority to flog his crewmen. It was rare, but it did happen. If someone really was drunk on duty, he would spend the rest of his short and miserable life being very sorry indeed.

“I don’t know,” he said, grimly. “But I’ll find out.”

“They’ve cleared us to dock at the upper hatch,” the pilot said. “You want to bet the hatch is crusted over through disuse?”

“No bet.” Leo had never heard of a hatch that couldn’t be opened – they were designed to be opened manually, if the power failed – but he wasn’t prepared to bet against it. “Take us there, please.”

He paused. “You want a job?”

“Nah,” the pilot said. He shook his head, clearly intending to get away before Leo could have him – and his shuttle – reassigned. “I think that ship’s a death trap.”

Leo scowled as the shuttle locked onto the hatch, a handful of alerts flashing up briefly before fading away again. He had the nasty feeling the pilot was right. The hatch seemed to be working properly, but how could they be sure? If the internal sensors were not in good shape …

We can check and recheck everything, and replace what needs to be replaced, he told himself, as he stepped into the airlock. The ship doesn’t have to be a death trap.

But the smell, which hit him the moment the inner hatch hissed open, suggested otherwise.


Chapter Three

Leo gagged.

It was rare, almost unknown, for a starship to smell of anything. Each planet had its own scent, he’d been told, but starships had internal life support systems intended to scrub the air as it circulated through the hull. A new ship, fresh out of the shipyards, might have a newish scent; an older vessel, at least in theory, shouldn’t smell of anything. And yet, there was a faint – and yet unmistakable – scent of decay, a clear sign that some of the air scrubbers needed to be replaced. It might not be lethal –yet – but it suggested the crew wasn’t bothering to perform even basic maintenance. And that cautioned him that it was only a matter of time before something more important failed.

He sucked in his breath, looking up the corridor towards the bridge hatch. A lowly Lieutenant-Commander didn’t merit the entire senior crew mustering to meet him, but there should have been someone. Instead, Waterhen felt disturbingly quiet, almost abandoned. There should have been a slight thrumming from the drives, even at rest, but instead … he stepped forward, air brushing against his bare face. There should have been a breeze, a sign the air was circulating properly, but there was none. The metal bulkheads looked distinctly unclean. Leo cursed under his breath. He was starting to think he should have brought a small army with him, or perhaps something heavier than his pistol. The ship felt as if it were a haunted vessel out of legend, rather than a frontline military starship.

She isn’t really a frontline vessel, he reminded himself. Waterhen and her sisters had been amongst the best, fifty years ago, but now they were mostly relegated to minor roles or independent navies. And yet, we are going to be on our own out there.

The bridge hatch opened. Leo looked up, ready to tear a strip or two off the young officer who had only just come to greet him, then stopped dead as he saw a vision of female loveliness practically gliding towards him. The effect was so stunning he couldn’t make out her features, beyond a heart-shaped face, deep dark eyes and red hair that seemed to fan out around her like a halo of flame. He felt his breath catch in his throat as he swallowed hard – he’d known dozens of pretty girls and women, but none so seductive – and forced himself to take a step back. The aura of naked sexuality seemed to vanish a second later. Leo bit his lip, hard. The woman wore a naval uniform so carefully tailored that it left very little to the imagination.

He gritted his teeth, trying to ignore his sudden – almost painful – erection. If the woman in front of him was a bona fide naval officer, he was a Grand Senator’s son. “Who are you?”

The woman gave him a considering look. Leo forced himself to look back at her. Up close, she was elegant and pretty, yet not quite as beautiful as he’d thought. He recalled being cautioned about young women in the upper-class Houses of Joys – brothels, by any other name – who were trained in mystical arts designed to separate a young naval officer from his money, although he’d never been sure how seriously to take them. The woman had stunned him and yet … her sensuality was something, he noted grimly, that she could turn on and off like a flashlight. He felt a hot flash of anger, cooling his ardour. He hated being manipulated, and yet she’d done it so easily …

“I am Flower Primrose,” the woman said. Her voice was calm and composed, but he had the feeling she could switch it to sensual warmth or ice in the blink of an eye. “I take it you’re the new officer?”

“Yeah.” Leo’s mouth was dry. “What are you doing on this ship?”

Flower – and her name certainly sounded as though she had come right out of a House of Joy – snorted. “Didn’t anyone tell you?”

She turned and led the way onto the bridge. Leo followed, careful to keep his eyes on her back rather than allowing them to drift down to her perfect rear and shapely legs. She walked straight, without allowing her hips to roll in a sensual rhythm, and yet … he reminded himself, sharply, that he’d already got into trouble with one woman and he really didn’t need to get into trouble with another. He looked around the bridge instead, cursing under his breath. It was a mishmash of technologies from at least three different eras, consoles that had been installed fifty years ago clashing oddly with systems that were a great deal more modern. He reached out to touch the command chair, flicking the switch to activate the near-space holographic display. The image was disturbingly fuzzy. He hadn’t seen that since childhood, when his school had been last in line for new equipment.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Leo said. There was no one else on the bridge, so he sat at the helm console and motioned for her to take the tactical seat. “Why are you here?”

Flower said nothing for a long moment, then spoke with a bitterness that chilled him to the bone. “Reginald bought my contract from the House of Joy,” she said, confirming his earlier thoughts. “I wasn’t just trained in all the sensual arts. I was trained to assist my master in all his roles, from simple secretarial work to arranging and fixing … well, anything and everything. If he wanted something, it was my job to get it for him. It was a little boring, to be honest. He never really made use of my talents.”

“Oh.” Leo wasn’t sure what to make of it. “And why did he leave you here?”

“Like I said, he never really made use of my talents,” Flower said. “He went to the pleasure dens and left me here, maintaining the illusion he was in command and the ship was ready to depart at a moment’s notice. And …”

Leo shook his head in disbelief. “And what are your talents?”

Flower looked him in the eye. “A great many things. Administrative practices. Negotiating. Personal management. Medical care. Bodyguard skills. Emotional reading … I speak nine languages fluently, and several others with varying degrees of competence. And that, Commander Morningstar, is just the tip of the iceberg.”

“I see,” Leo said. He wasn’t sure he did. He’d heard stories about girls trained in the Houses of Joy, but he’d never met one. “And if you know my name, I assume you know why I’m here?”

“Your real orders are to take this ship to her duty station, while leaving her formal commander behind,” Flower said, flatly. “You have my sympathy, for what it is worth.”

Leo cocked his head. “And how do you know about my orders?”

“I have his codes,” Flower said. “I was well aware of the dilemma facing his family long before you were selected for the post, and how hard they were trying to cover up the Captain’s issues.”

“You have his codes,” Leo repeated. An idea was starting to germinate in his mind. “Do you want to stay on this ship?”

Flower grimaced. “It would be preferable to spending time with him,” she said. “He’s quite boring, in person. And he has nothing resembling ambition.”

“Charming,” Leo said. “If you have his codes, will you assist me to prepare this ship for departure? We have a week to get ready and it isn’t going to be enough, not without help.”

Flower smiled. There was something oddly predatory about it. “It will be my pleasure.”

Leo smiled back. Flower was odd, no doubt about it, but he had the feeling she’d be a useful ally. She could certainly help use the captain’s codes to requisition shipyard crews, spare parts and whatever else they needed to get Waterhen into fighting trim as quickly as possible … assuming, of course, it could be done. Leo wasn’t sure, at least not yet. If what he’d seen on the hull was a sign of just how badly the ship had been refitted, they might have to rebuild the vessel from scratch and that would take months.

“I need to speak to the Chief Engineer,” he said, shortly. “Where is he?”

“He’s normally in his cabin,” Flower said. She reached into her pocket and produced a packet of pills. “You might need these.”

Leo took the pills and glanced at the label. “Cleansers?”

“Yes,” Flower said. “He is often dead drunk by this time.”

“I see,” Leo said. Drinking on duty was a serious offense … and the Chief Engineer was meant to be ready for duty at all times. “I’ll deal with him.”

He stood and left the bridge, making his way down to engineering. The air grew thicker, a grim reminder the air scrubbers must be replaced as soon as possible; Leo felt his mood darken, along with the atmosphere, as he noted a handful of missing light fixtures and a bulkhead that had been removed, something else that hadn’t been included on the files. His skin crawled as he reached the cabin and tapped on the door, trying not to swear out loud as he realised someone had removed the buzzer and replaced it with a mishmash of components that didn’t seem to fit. Leo wasn’t a proper engineer, but it looked as if the original system had been smashed and someone had tried to replace it with inadequate parts. The door remained firmly closed. Leo gritted his teeth, took a multitool out of his pocket, and poked the door in just the right place. The door hissed open. The interior was dark …

A bottle flew out of the darkness and crashed against the bulkhead, narrowly missing the man in the door. Leo reached for his pistol instinctively, then tapped the light switch instead. The lights came on, revealing a wrecked cabin and a man sitting at a table, surrounded by bottles of liquid. Leo made a mental bet with himself they were shipboard rotgut. The man looked up, blearily, then down again. A pistol rested on the table. Leo tensed. He’d never killed a man before, not really, and he didn’t want to start by killing a member of his crew. And yet …

“Fuck off,” the man managed. He had a thick accent that suggested he was from the north, although it was hard to be sure. “I said, fuck off.”

Leo stepped forward, keeping his eyes on the pistol. If the engineer reached for the gun, Leo would have to knock him out and hope for the best. There was supposed to be a sickbay and a doctor on Waterhen, but Leo wouldn’t have bet his life on either being where they were supposed to be.

“That will do,” he said, pushing as much command authority into his voice as he could. “You need to sober up …”

“Don’t take that tone with me, you arrogant young bastard,” the engineer managed. “Born with a silver spoon in your mouth …”

Leo felt his patience snap. He yanked the man to his feet and shoved a pill into his mouth, forcing him to swallow. He had no idea how much alcohol the man had drank, but there were so many empty bottles lying around that Leo was surprised he hadn’t drank himself to death. The pistol was a bad sign, definitely. Leo took advantage of the man’s distraction to take the pistol, put the safety on, and stick it in his belt, then watched – grimly – as the man staggered into his washroom and threw up. Leo would have been sorrier for him if he hadn’t known the man was neglecting his duty, no matter who his commanding officer happened to be. Waterhen was dangerously close to being a death trap.

“Fuck you,” the engineer managed, staggering back out of the washroom. “Bring on the court-martial.”

Leo pointed to a chair. The engineer sat. “Name?”

“Chief Engineer Bryon Harris,” the engineer managed. “You need my name for the paperwork?”

“No,” Leo said. The paperwork had insisted the engineer was called Thomas Lenox, not Bryon Harris. “What happened to Lenox?”

Harris snorted. “He got himself reassigned,” he said. “Smart guy. So did the XO. Smart bitch. She went off to an asteroid mining station. Can you imagine? Fucking captain tried to fuck her and then he did fuck her and …”

Leo felt ice prickling down his spine. “What happened?”

“The captain was a bastard,” he said. “Treated her like shit. He’s got that pretty bird and you’d think he’d be happy, but no. He just has to try to get into his XO’s panties too. And she volunteered for an asteroid just to get away from him.”

“Fuck,” Leo muttered. That wasn’t just against regulations, but also thoroughly illegal. “And didn’t anyone try to report him?”

“Fuck, no,” Harris said. “You think anyone here wanted to get a little more fucked?”

He reached for a bottle. Leo slapped his hand away. “You little …”

Leo took a long breath. “I have been sent here to take command,” he said. “In fact, if not in name. This ship is going to the Yangtze Sector, leaving Captain Archibald behind. You have two choices. You can do your duty, and help me get the vessel ready for departure, or I can” – he caught himself before he could threaten reassignment; he had a feeling it would be more of a reward than a punishment – “put you out the airlock, and tell the navy you had a terrible accident.”

Harris blinked at him. “Are you for real?”

“Yes.” Leo leaned closer, until their noses were almost touching. “I fucked up, and I was sent to this ship because I fucked up. This deployment is my one chance to prove I am not a total fuckup. If we get out there, and we do a good job, we will embarrass our dear commanding officer and prove we’re not a ship of fuckups.”

“Hah,” Harris said. He snorted, rudely. “Do you know how badly this ship is fucked up?”

He went on before Leo could answer. “Where do I even start? Basic maintenance has been neglected for the last year or so, which means an awful lot of installed components are already past their active lives and are on the verge of failing, if they haven’t failed already. A couple of previous commanding officers wanted more punch, so they insisted on installing modern phaser banks that might have a lot of P-O-W, but almost no E-R. The ship’s fusion cores don’t have the output to power both the phasers and everything else. Both assault shuttles were reassigned; the only shuttle we’ve got is teetering on the brink of being unspaceworthy. Half the onboard datanodes won’t talk to the other half, and a number of our stockpiled spare components were … ah … sold onwards.”

Leo sucked in his breath. “And if we could get the support we needed, could the ship be prepared for departure within a week?”

“Maybe,” Harris said. He scowled at his shaking hands. It would be some time before the effects of the pill wore off. “But we couldn’t do it alone.”

“We’ll ask for help,” Leo said. He shook his head slowly. “Is there anything else I ought to know about this ship, before we depart?”

Harris shrugged. “It would be easier to list the things you don’t need to know,” he said. He smiled, but there was no humour in the expression. “The captain signed the engineering reports we submitted to the naval office, but …”

“We’ll get the ship in order before the IG notices all the discrepancies and sends out an inspection team,” Leo assured him. It was going to be a hell of a job, even with Captain Archibald’s command codes and priority orders from the navy to do whatever it took to ensure they left by their planned departure date. “And whatever you have done before now …”

He eyed the older man thoughtfully. He’d mentioned spare parts being sold … had he been responsible for selling them? There was a thriving black market in military-grade starship components, particularly ones from vessels too old to make it easy for the components to be traced back to their source. Waterhen would be a prime source, particularly with a commanding officer who took little interest in his own command and – probably – signed everything put in front of him without reading it first.

“If you shape up and do your duty from now on, we will draw a veil over everything that happened prior to today,” he said, flatly. “Everything. Now, I want you to get a shower, change into a proper uniform and assemble the rest of the crew in the mess hall at 1700. I have a great deal to say, and not much time to say it.”

Harris eyed him, warily. “And you think the crew will be impressed by a baby-faced officer right out of the Academy?”

“I don’t care if they’re impressed by me or not,” Leo said. As a junior cadet, he’d wondered why senior cadets looked down on them; as a senior, he’d come to realise the juniors were dangerously ignorant of too many things, including their own ignorance. He couldn’t really blame the crew for having the same doubts about a jumped-up senior cadet, no matter how good he was on paper. “All that matters is that they start looking and acting like naval officers, before we have to head to our duty post and get to work.”

“We shall see,” Harris said.

“Yes,” Leo agreed. He added several more items to his list of tasks he’d need to handle before departure. They needed a marine contingent, if there was one going. “We shall.”


Chapter Four

It was common, on capital ships, for officers to eat apart from the men, something Leo suspected had more to do with elitism rather than simple practicality. Waterhen was too small to host both a wardroom and a mess hall, so her CO and his officers had no choice but to share space with the enlisted crewmen. Leo had a private theory that Captain Archibald had insisted on eating his meals in his cabin – Leo hadn’t had time to check out Archibald’s cabin yet – but Leo hadn’t bothered to ask. There were more important things to worry about, starting with imposing his authority on the crew. It wasn’t going to be easy.

He kept his expression under tight control as four officers and fifteen crewmen filed into the mess hall, their faces reflecting a complex mixture of emotions. Some looked relieved to see him, others looked irked or outright angry … he chose to ignore the crewmen who shot him nasty glances, or the midshipwoman who looked downright scared. Her companion eyed Leo warily, his face determined and yet worried. Leo cursed Captain Archibald under his breath. Waterhen was not a happy ship.

Harris stood at the front, looking more like a naval officer than a homeless drunk. Leo hoped – prayed – the man had been smart enough not to drink anything more dangerous than coffee or tea, now they were about to start putting the vessel into fighting trim. There were some things that could be overlooked, tiny breaches of discipline that could be ignored – or so he’d been told – but an engineer drinking was definitely not one of them. Leo would not have hesitated to reassign Harris if there’d been a successor waiting in the wings … but there wasn’t. Waterhen was too old a design to draw the best talent, if only because any engineer smart enough to pass the exams would be all too aware that serving on an outdated ship would be a career-limiter in any number of ways. He made yet another mental note to see if he could find a civilian engineer who might be interested, if he had the right skill set. There was provision for hiring – or press-ganging - civilians if there were no naval personnel available. It wasn’t as if there was anything classified on a fifty-year-old destroyer.

Leo took a step forward, wishing – for the first time – he had more experience. The enlisted men he’d commanded earlier, on the training vessel, had been very experienced indeed, trained to test a prospective officer’s reactions when he was pushed to the limit, but nothing on that ship had been real. Here … the men and women under his command, no matter the formalities, could react in unexpected ways, making it hard or impossible for him to cope. He was mildly surprised no one had arranged an accident for their former commander, rigging something that would be very difficult to prove anything other than a genuine accident. And now …

“I won’t waste your time,” he said, allowing his accent to reflect his lower-class origins more than he’d ever dared at the academy. “I am Lieutenant Commander Leo Morningstar and I have received orders to prepare this ship for departure, then take her to the Yangtze Sector to assist in the process of incorporating the populated worlds into the empire. Captain Archibald will not be joining us” – he pretended not to notice the ripple of relief running through the compartment – “and I will be in command.”

He let the words hang in the air for a long, cold moment, then continued. “We have a great deal of work to do. This ship is in very poor condition and, despite the promised assistance from the local shipyards, we will all be working extremely hard over the next few days and, I’m afraid, we will also probably be working hard during transit. Worse, it has become clear that standards of both training and discipline have been allowed to slip sharply, including into behaviour that is both dangerous and borderline punishable.

“That will not be allowed to continue.

“I am aware of the problems you have faced over the last few months, and I have a great deal of sympathy, so this is how I intend to deal with it. I will not investigate or penalise anything that happened prior to my arrival on this ship, as long as it stops. This is your one chance to put whatever you have been doing, no matter how much it breaks regulations, behind you. If you have hidden stills, destroy them. If you have stockpiles of alcohol, drugs, or feelie porn, or anything else that can render you unsuitable for duty, dispose of them. If you are gambling for real money, or anything more serious than sweets, stop it. This is your one chance, like I said, to put such things behind you.”

He paused, then went on again. “If you have problems caused by this edict, you can bring them to me and I will deal with them; if you try to deal with them yourselves, you will regret it. I am aware that certain kinds of behaviour are tolerated on larger ships, as long as they don’t interfere with discipline, but Waterhen is too small for anything of the sort. I hope I make myself clear.”

His gaze flickered from face to face. “Many of you did not ask to be here. The officers who sent you here considered you the dregs of the service, the people who could not be permitted to serve on more modern ships and yet could not be reasonably charged with some offense against naval order and dismissed. I didn’t ask to be here either, but you know what? I’m going to make Waterhen the best damned ship, with the best damned crew, in the navy. If you work with me, I will make you proud. If not, you will suffer the consequences.”

He let the words hang in the air, then nodded. “You’ll get your orders in two hours,” he finished. “I suggest you use that time to clean up your act. There will be no second chances. Dismissed.”

Harris lingered as the rest of the crew filed out. “You think the speech will impress them?”

Leo shrugged. “They can’t say they weren’t warned,” he said. He’d started putting together a list of maintenance tasks, but the outdated – or false – maintenance reports Harris and his predecessor had filed made it tricky. “And the most important thing, right now, is to get everyone up and working before they have a chance to object.”

He smiled, rather coldly. “And you need to start work too,” he added. “We really don’t have very much time.”

“I think you’re crazy,” Harris said. “Do you think the navy will give you everything you ask?”

“We’ll see,” Leo said. “Put together a list of spare parts and other stuff we’ll need – make it a long one. We’ll be a very long way from support. Maybe we can convince them to let us borrow a freighter too.”

Harris snorted. “Good luck.”

Leo watched him go, then looked around the mess hall. It was strikingly bare, the food prepared well ahead of time and simply stuffed in the microwave, rather than being cooked by a dedicated kitchen staff. That would have to change, he reflected, although he had no idea how. Proper food would do wonders for morale, but there just wasn’t room for a functional kitchen unit. He made a mental note to consider the question later, then forced himself to walk back to his cabin. It had belonged to the previous XO, who had vacated it so quickly she’d left some of her possessions behind. Leo was surprised the cabin hadn’t been looted. It spoke wonders about the respect she’d enjoyed from the crew.

He opened the hatch and stepped inside. The scent of perfume wafted across his nostrils. He tensed, one hand dropping to his pistol before he caught himself. Flower was sitting upright in a decidedly non-regulation bed, wearing a string of pearls and nothing else. Leo stared numbly at her breasts, as perfect as the rest of her, then forced himself to look at the deck as a flash of anger shot through him.

“You …” He gathered himself with an effort. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“Testing you,” Flower said, with a brutal honesty he couldn’t help finding a little disarming. “You passed.”

“Oh, thank you,” Leo said, unable to keep the sarcasm out of his voice. “I take it Captain Archibald required your services at all times?”

“Captain Archibald showed surprisingly little interest in me.” Flower stood, without a hint of self-consciousness, and started to dress. Leo had to force himself to turn his back. “I was little more than a bauble on his arm, with no opportunity to show off my skills …”

“No, he preferred harassing the officers under his command instead,” Leo snarled. “Did you know he drove away his XO? No one would volunteer for an asteroid mining post unless they were desperate!”

“I figured as much,” Flower said. She had the grace to sound regretful. “He is not a very nice man.”

“So I gathered,” Leo said. “Why?”

“There is a certain mentality that enjoys pushing people around,” Flower told him. “He would never be satisfied with a woman he purchased, not when he gained pleasure from forcing others to submit to him.”

Leo shook his head in disgust. There were rules and regulations, damn it, that even a well-connected officer should not have been able to avoid. Not forever. He promised himself he’d get a collection of testimonials together and quietly slip them to the IG, or maybe even tip off the media and let them handle it. Being a rogue was one thing, but outright sexual assault was quite another. Captain Archibald might discover his family abandoning him if the outrage grew too hot to handle. Or maybe he’d be reassigned to an asteroid mining platform.

“Bastard,” he said.

“Yes.” Flower sounded regretful. “You can turn around now. I’m decent.”

Leo turned. Flower looked surprisingly … naval, he noted, as she held out a datapad. He suspected acting was part of her training too, allowing her to present herself as anything from a simple naval officer to an outright sex kitten, or anything in-between. She extruded an air of calm competence he found soothing, even though he feared it was far from genuine. It was unlikely, to say the least, that she’d had any real naval training. She’d certainly never gone to the Academy.

“I arranged for you to get everything you wanted,” Flower said. “The first work crews, and pallets of supplies, will arrive tomorrow. You should get the rest in three to four days.”

“I …” Leo ran his eye down the datapad. “How did you do that?”

Flower smirked. “I’m a very good negotiator.”

Leo eyed her, warily. “Details?”

“A good magician never reveals her secrets,” Flower said. “Trust me.”

“And I don’t want to be bitten in the arse by something I don’t know exists until it bites me,” Leo said, flatly. He’d always been told never to look a gift horse in the mouth, but he’d often suspected it was very bad advice. If someone was giving a horse away for free, they probably wanted something in return … or there was something very wrong with the horse. “What did you do?”

Flower’s expression shifted, becoming alarmingly businesslike. “Well, in my role as Captain Archibald’s personal assistant – I’m entered onto the Navy Rolls as a steward, by the way – I made full use of both his command codes and his family’s extensive network of friends, clients and sub-clients. I cited the orders sent to you for some officials, and dropped extensive hints about future patronage and rewards to others. When juniors balked, I worked my way up to seniors and talked to them instead. It did help that the person who cut your orders was determined to get you on your way as quickly as possible, which made it easier to convince everyone to do as I wished.”

Leo grinned. Valerian might come to regret sending him away so quickly. Leo would bet half his savings the Deputy Commandant had no idea just how badly Waterhen had been maintained, let alone how much work she’d need to get her ready to depart in time to meet the deadline. If they were lucky, the whole affair would bite Valerian on the rear soon enough … and there would be no way he could blame Leo for just following orders. It was a dangerous defence at times, he’d been taught, but not here. It wasn’t as if Valerian had given him orders to commit a war crime.

He felt his mood darken, suddenly. “Are you happy to come along?”

Flower met his eyes. “Answer me a question,” she said. “You did four years studying how to be a naval officer, learning the basics of everything from interstellar jump drive technology to military tactics and logistics. Until yesterday, you had a promising career in front of you. How would you feel if, through no fault of your own, you were told you were going to spend the rest of your life pushing paper in the Admiralty? Or maybe not even that … just some damned office a hundred light years away, without even the slightest hope of advancement. How would you feel?”

Leo didn’t have to think. “I’d hate it.”

“Yes,” Flower said. “I spent four years in one of the most advanced educational establishments on the planet, then another four years being tutored in the arts of the Houses of Joy, an education that covered far more than most people realise. They think of us as glorified courtesans, little better than whores, when they think of us at all. We’re property, as far as they’re concerned; our master buys our contracts and effectively owns us.”

“It sounds horrific,” Leo said. “Do they?”

“Yes and no.” Flower shrugged. “I thought I’d gotten lucky, when my contract was purchased by an up-and-coming naval officer. I would have the chance to use all the training, to see how well it held up in the real world. Instead … I wasn’t even a whore. He bought me and … it was like buying a top-of-the-line starship and using it for nothing more than storage space. It was … disappointing.”

Leo looked her up and down. “I see, I think,” he said. “You do understand we might be flying into danger?”

“That was part of the training,” Flower said. “I have degrees in everything from sharpshooting and close protection skills to unarmed combat and knife fighting.”

“And he wasted you,” Leo said. He saw her point, all too well. A question shot through his mind and he asked it before he could think better of it. “How do you switch your sex appeal on and off?”

Flower made no pretence of being puzzled by the question. “Sexuality is more than just being nude, or revealing too much skin,” she said. “It is, at core, a way of hinting that you are sexually available, pushing buttons in your targets subconscious mind to align your presentation of yourself with his needs and desires, even the ones he won’t admit to feeling … even to himself. A woman who doesn’t wear underwear, while wearing tight trousers that reveal her lack of underwear, is hinting she’s available without making it blatantly obvious. And if she’s a good observer of the person she’s after, she’ll note the effect she’s having and adjust her tactics accordingly.”

“I see,” Leo said. He’d never thought of it that way. It made him wonder just what Fleur had been doing, when she’d seduced him. “You make it sound calculated.”

“It is.” Flower tapped the space between her breasts, drawing his eyes before he could pull them back. “It is all about making the right presentation, quietly steering events ... even after you’ve let yourself be taken to bed, touching them in just the right way to elicit the right reactions. Yes, it is calculated. And I want the chance to use my skills properly.”

She smiled. “You do know I’m a trained spy?”

“You’d get the Mary Sue award, if you were in the Academy,” Leo said. It was hard to recall he’d been in the Academy, only a few short hours ago. He tried not to yawn as tiredness threatened to catch up with him. There was too much to do, and not enough time to do it. “I want you to keep an eye on the crew, as well as help preparing for departure. Someone is going to cause trouble, and I want that person caught before they infect the rest of the crew.”

Flower nodded. “Yes, sir,” she said. “I get on well with the crew.”

Leo raised his eyebrows. “You do?”

“It’s just a matter of presentation,” Flower said. There was no hint of boastfulness in her tone, which was more convincing than any insistence she could do the job. “I can be anything to anyone.”

“Just be honest with me,” Leo said.

“I will.” Flower met his eyes. “And if you let me, I can be very useful.”

“Understood,” Leo said. He held out a hand. She shook it, firmly enough to assert herself without trying to crush his hand. Impressive, he noted, and slightly disconcerting. It made him wonder just how much she could tell, just by watching him. “And please don’t try to manipulate me again.”

Flower smiled. “I won’t,” she said. There was a hint of a pout on her face, just long enough to catch his attention before vanishing again. “But what is conversation, but a form of manipulation?”

“I have no idea,” Leo said. “But right now I have too much to do to worry about it.”


Chapter Five

Leo had expected, in all honesty, that something would go wrong over the week between his arrival and their planned departure date.

It wasn’t as if there weren’t a hundred and one – or more – places where something could go wrong. The ship’s maintenance records were so patchy he had ordered the crews to start from scratch, inspecting every last component and logging the ones that needed replacement sooner rather than later. The lack of air scrubbers alone had caused an entire string of problems, from compartments that were distinctly unwelcoming to human life to moisture damage to sensitive equipment that would be difficult, if not impossible, to replace without a shipyard and an unlimited budget. Leo felt torn between excitement for the coming voyage – and deployment – and fear of what might happen, the moment they jumped far from civilised space. In theory, they could demand spare parts and service from any outpost; in practice, he had a nasty feeling the outposts had little to give. He drove himself to the brink of exhaustion checking everything he could, while also checking on the crew and exhorting them to greater effort. If nothing else, he told himself firmly, they’d be too busy working – and then snatching what sleep they could – to cause trouble.

He did his best to lead by example, taking only a few short hours of sleep each day and then making sure he was seen to be doing his fair share. It was something a commanding officer shouldn’t normally be doing – such work was normally tasked to the XO, who could get his hands dirty in a manner the CO could not – but Leo didn’t have a formal XO. Waterhen didn’t have the manpower, either, to allow someone to sit around doing nothing. Leo was uneasily aware he was building up one hell of a backlog of paperwork, something he’d have to tackle in transit, but … he shook his head. If they didn’t find and fix every life-threatening problem before they jumped out, the odds were good – he had no idea how good – that unfinished paperwork would be the least of his problems.

“How in the name of God Almighty,” he asked one evening, “did Captain Archibald manage to get through the Academy without being kicked out?”

“Good connections and a certain willingness to bribe his classmates into helping,” Flower answered. Her voice was as calm as always, but Leo was sure he heard tiredness under her tone. She’d been working hard too, ensuring the crew – and shipyard workers – had everything they needed to complete the job in record time. “And he still graduated right at the bottom.”

Leo scowled. He’d been told that anyone who failed to reach a certain score, each year, would either have been denied advancement to the next level or advised to leave before he was expelled. It had happened, too. He could name a dozen cadets who’d been held back or simply vanished, after the yearly exams. It was incredible to think that one man’s connections would be enough to get him through the tests and training exercises, particularly the ones carefully designed to throw a cadet back on his own resources, but … he made a mental note to worry about it later. Perhaps he could drop a hint to an investigative journalist and suggest he took a look at the captain’s progress … perhaps. The Academy was supposed to judge cadets as individuals, rather than by their families or their origins. It would be a major black eye for the institution’s reputation if it allowed someone to graduate because of their connections or their family name.

“He was bloody lucky he didn’t kill himself,” Leo said. Space was an unforgiving environment – and someone stupid enough to take it for granted would either end up dead or be kicked out by his peers, who would recognise him as a liability – and the slightest mistake could easily have ended very badly indeed. “How did you put up with him?”

“I spent a lot of time trying not to roll my eyes,” Flower admitted. She looked down at her datapad. “There’s two pieces of news: first, we’ll be escorting a convoy to the sector and the freighters are already assembling for departure.”

Leo made a face. “They’re that determined to get rid of us?”

“It looks that way.” Flower shot him a sharp look. He hadn’t told her why he’d been promoted and sent into de facto exile, but she had the connections to get most of the story and the experience and insights to guess the rest. “We haven’t been told we have to be ready to go or else, yet it was very strongly implied.”

“Charming,” Leo said. He took the datapad and skimmed it quickly. Nine bulk freighters, three smaller transports … the latter, he suspected, more tempting targets for pirates than the bigger vessels. The manifests didn’t suggest they carried anything particularly valuable, but value was relative. A piece of colony equipment that was cheap and inexpensive near the core worlds would be worth its weight in gold, along the rim of explored space. “Can you arrange for them to carry spare parts for us too?”

“Already underway,” Flower said. “I took the liberty of arranging for payment from Captain Archibald’s trust fund. He won’t notice.”

Leo swore. “Are you sure?”

Flower shrugged. “Compared to the amount he spends on his pleasures, hiring a handful of compartments on a freighter or nine is nothing.”

She shrugged again. “Technically, naval authority can be used to claim those compartments without payment, but practically … paying ensures the freighter commanders are more willing to carry our goods without complaining to their head offices, which will go crying to the navy about lost cargo space and other such things. It isn’t ideal, but it will suffice.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Leo said. He wasn’t sure it was a good idea, but … they needed more than grudging support, once they reached Yangtze and started their deployment in earnest. “And the other piece of news?”

Flower looked down. “There won’t be any Marines assigned to this ship.”

Leo cursed under his breath. “Did they give any reason?”

“None,” Flower told him. “Reading between the lines, I suspect the Corps has too many other calls on its resources, and it has a persistent manpower shortage.”

“And to think I thought about joining them,” Leo said. The Daybreak Marines were famed for being the best of the best, at least when it came to ground combat, and their training process was so intense that two-thirds of the volunteers washed out before they even completed the first quarter. The refusal to compromise on excellence was admirable, at least in his view, but it also meant there were never enough Marines to go around. Leo had hoped for a platoon or two, to give him a deployable military force and some muscle to back up his authority if he ran into trouble with the crew, yet … he shook his head. “Is there anything else we can call upon?”

“Not here,” Flower said. “There are few space-rated units available and most will be too much trouble, at least until they get their space legs.”

“And we’re too small to train them,” Leo said. A battleship could have taken a military unit and provided all the training they needed to prepare them for space, but Waterhen had neither the space nor the crew. “We’ll just have to find a way to cope.”

He scowled. Right now, he had no idea how. He couldn’t reassign his crew to boarding parties without risking heavy, if not catastrophic, losses. In theory, he could operate the ship with five crewmen; in practice, it would be damn near impossible under any circumstances and completely impossible if they came under enemy fire. Perhaps they could recruit spacers at Yangtze, or mercenaries … no, that was a bad idea. Mercenaries couldn’t be trusted completely, no matter how good they looked on paper. It would be asking for trouble to let them anywhere near his ship.

Flower cleared her throat. “You have an appointment with Lieutenant Halloran this afternoon,” she said. “Do you need help preparing for it?”

Leo snorted. “Did Captain Archibald require you to wipe his arse for him too?”

He sighed, inwardly. He’d taken the time to meet most of the crew, one by one, but Lieutenant Stuart Halloran was going to be a problem. Probably. If they’d been on a regular ship, Leo would have been reporting to Lieutenant Halloran … instead, Leo was his superior and Lieutenant Halloran would have to be superhuman not to feel a little resentment. He’d be smart, Leo acknowledged sourly, to doubt the jumped-up Lieutenant-Commander’s basic competence, and to wonder if Leo had been promoted through connections rather than military merit. The hell of it was that he would have a point. Leo knew he had been given a promotion he didn’t deserve, and the crowning irony was that he’d been given it as part of a scheme to get rid of him. And no one would believe it.

The thought nagged at his him as he dismissed Flower, then resumed his work preparing Waterhen for departure. The tiny destroyer was heaving with crewmen and shipyard workers, the air considerably more breathable as the air scrubbers were replaced, the life support units pushed to circulate and cleanse the air, then the scrubbers pulled out and replaced again. Leo had ordered Flower to ensure the ship got the best of food too, along with everything they needed. They’d be back on shipboard rations soon enough, and recycled muck it was better not to think about, but getting better food had done wonders for morale. Leo couldn’t help cursing Captain Archibald as he walked the decks, noting the progress they’d made and how much remained to be done. A man with his connections could have done a lot for his crew …

On the plus side, he reflected as he took a brief lunch and then returned to his cabin, it is easy to make a better impression on the crew.

It was rare for an officer, or a crewman, to be called to the commander’s cabin, but there was nowhere else Leo could speak to individual crewmen in relative privacy. He didn’t have a ready room or even a small office; he was reluctant to take possession of the captain’s cabin, not least because he wasn’t the ship’s formal commanding officer. He hoped Lieutenant Halloran wouldn’t hold it against him, or that some of his crew wouldn’t fear the worst when they were invited. Captain Archibald had left his mark on the vessel … and it wasn’t a good one.

The hatch chimed, then opened. Leo looked up and studied the newcomer thoughtfully. Lieutenant Halloran was only a couple of years older than Leo himself – Halloran’s file noted that he’d graduated as a midshipman, rather than a provisional lieutenant – and he should have started a long career, rather than being assigned to a dead end like Waterhen. There hadn’t been anything in his file to suggest why he’d been transferred, or why his requests for reassignment had been quietly ignored. There certainly wasn’t anything to explain a stalled career. He hadn’t done much of anything, but he hadn’t had much of a chance.

“Sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. His tone was one step short of naked disrespect. Leo, who had been disrespected by experts, ignored it. “Lieutenant Stuart Halloran, reporting as ordered.”

Leo motioned for the older man to sit on the chair. “Why are you here, Lieutenant?”

Lieutenant Halloran eyed him warily. “You summoned me. Sir.”

“You know what I meant,” Leo said, allowing a hint of irritation to seep into his tone. “Why are you on this ship?”

He leaned forward. “You may speak freely, by the way.”

“I told my commanding officer the truth,” Lieutenant Halloran said, flatly. “And it bit me.”

Leo met his eyes. “How?”

“Our ship was not ready for departure, as Captain Vladimir had ordered,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “There were a great many reasons for that, sir, but they all stemmed from the captain’s failure to issue the right orders, and put in the right requests, in time for us to depart. He was embarrassed in front of the admiral, and he asked me what went wrong. I told him.”

His eyes narrowed. “And so I found myself reassigned to Waterhen,” he said. There was a hint of anger in his tone. Leo suspected Lieutenant Halloran had requested the transfer, after his former CO had taken his embarrassment out on him. “Does that answer your question? Sir?”

“Yes.” Leo considered his officer for a moment, then decided to go with brutal honesty – and a certain degree of crudity. “I won’t beat around the bush. I was given this assignment to get rid of me as quickly as possible, hence the instruction to meet our departure date or else. Our captain will not be returning” – he didn’t miss the relief, clearly visible for a long moment, on the other man’s face – “and I will be in de facto command. If I was in your shoes, I would be pretty pissed to see a new graduate promoted over me. Can I rely on you to be professional, regardless?”

Lieutenant Halloran hesitated, noticeably. “Permission to speak freely, sir?”

“Yes,” Leo said. “I told you that, did I not?”

“You cannot possibly be worse than Captain Archibald,” Lieutenant Halloran told him, bluntly. “The way he treated Abigail …”

Leo frowned. A lieutenant should look after the juniors under his command, and Lieutenant Halloran had a harder task than most, but there was a hint of affection in the other man’s tone that bothered him. There were regulations covering relationships between officers of different ranks, even when they weren’t in the same department, and most boiled down to don’t. If Lieutenant Halloran was too close to his subordinate … it was going to be one hell of a headache.

“Duly noted,” he said. He’d worry about that later. “The files state you are the tactical officer. Is that true?”

Lieutenant Halloran grimaced. On any other ship, it would be a silly question. On Waterhen, it was anything but.

“Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran told him. There was a hint of resignation in his tone, as if he expected to be penalised for not doing his job … despite a CO who didn’t allow his crew to do their jobs and an XO who had managed to get herself reassigned, leaving her post unfilled. “I am, on paper, the tactical officer.”

“Good.” Leo suspected Lieutenant Halloran hadn’t spent much time doing his job. The crew should have been drilling constantly to keep their skills sharp, but there were no files on tactical exercises or … anything, really. “You will continue to serve as tactical officer. However” – he met the other man’s eyes – “you will also serve as my de facto XO. It will not be an easy job, not least because I will be doing a lot of tasks that would normally – unquestionably – be the XO’s responsibility, but it is one that needs doing. Can you handle it?”

“Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said.

“I will also need you to point out issues before they become problems,” Leo told him. “I will listen to whatever you have to say, in private, and I will take it into consideration even if I don’t agree with it. I will be loyal to you, and I expect the same loyalty in return. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir.” Lieutenant Halloran leaned forward. “You do realise we’re being sent to the ass-end of nowhere?”

“Yes,” Leo said. He knew it very well. “But there are very few – if any – ships patrolling the sector. There will be opportunities to make a name for ourselves, and who knows where they’ll lead?”

Lieutenant Halloran looked unconvinced. Leo didn’t blame him. He might be serving as de facto XO, but he wouldn’t have the formal rank and Leo didn’t have the authority, on paper, to write him a glowing officer evaluation statement. It was possible Leo – or Flower – could get Captain Archibald to sign a statement, but Lieutenant Halloran would be foolish to take that for granted. And yet, a long period so far from senior authority would have all kinds of opportunities. Who knew just how far they could go?

“Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said, finally.

“Good.” Leo glanced at the chronometer. There were a few minutes left before they both had to return to duty, long enough to see if there were any issues his new XO wanted to raise. “While we’re here, do you have any concerns?”

“Two things,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “First, the main phaser banks cannot be fired without diverting all power to weapons, including the life support. The weapons are simply unreliable and I would hesitate to use them in combat.”

Leo nodded. Harris had said much the same. He’d also drawn up a possible solution.

“And the second thing?”

The lieutenant hesitated, again. “I won’t lie to you, sir, and I won’t sugar-coat the problem. This crew has issues. They have been stilled, for the moment, because everyone is very busy, but that will change once we get underway. You need to be prepared for problems.”

“We’ll be exercising constantly,” Leo said, flatly. The ship’s tactical scores weren’t so much poor as non-existent. Leo had been told the IG inspectors were former cadets who had flunked out of the Academy and gone into careers where they could harass cadets who’d been better than them in every way, but it would be hard to blame an inspector who called for Captain Archibald to be court-martialled and his crew summarily dismissed from the navy. He would be right. “And we will be keeping the crew busy.”

“Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran agreed. “But will it be enough?”

“I don’t know,” Leo said. They had four days to departure and they’d better be ready. “We’ll find out.”


Chapter Six

Leo sat in his command chair – it was his, no matter what the formal chain of command stated – and forced himself to relax as they counted down the seconds to departure. The last four days had been hectic, with several weeks’ worth of work completed – barely – before their planned departure date, yet it had had the great advantage of keeping everyone too busy to cause trouble. That would change – he hadn’t needed Lieutenant Halloran to tell him that – but he’d deal with that problem when it reared its ugly head. If nothing else, there was a new sense of unity amongst the crew. Leo just hoped it would last long enough for him to take full advantage.

He leaned back in his chair, trying to look as though he’d commanded the jump a hundred times before. It wasn’t true. He’d issued orders on RSS Švejk, but there had always been a sense of unreality around his commands, as if the training crews were humouring him rather than regarding him as an officer … in truth, he hadn’t been an officer and they’d been looking for ways to unnerve him, to see how he conducted himself when the crew ignored – or deliberately misinterpreted – his orders. That wasn’t going to happen onboard Waterhen, he was sure, although there were a hundred other things that could go wrong. Having a crew primed to drive their nominal commander up the walls was bad enough, but at least they were playacting. A simple navigational mistake now could put Waterhen and her crew straight into a sun. They’d be dead before they knew what’d hit them.

His eyes roamed the compartment, narrowing as he noted how many compromises the destroyer’s designers had made to fit everything they needed onto the tiny bridge. There should have been separate helm and navigational consoles – there were, on bigger ships – but Midshipwoman Abigail Landor had responsibility for both, without even a navigational department to back her up. Leo told himself he should be grateful he wasn’t that long out of the Academy. His tutors had forced him to calculate jumps by hand, with the minimum of computer assistance, and he hadn’t forgotten how. Not yet. He’d heard senior officers grumbling about having to do it on the bridge, but it was better to check the calculations rather than blindly rely on the navcomp. It was difficult to be sure the computer was completely reliable.

Lieutenant Halloran sat next to her, operating the tactical console. There was nothing wrong with his skills, according to the file, but the first set of tactical exercises suggested he’d allowed his skills to atrophy through disuse. They’d done what they could to fix that, yet Leo worried about what would happen if – when – they ran into a real target. The tactical experts at the Academy had done everything in their power to ensure the simulations were as realistic as possible, but there were limits. There was always something that was difficult, if not impossible, to include in the exercises … Leo sighed, inwardly. Lieutenant Halloran was also doing double duty as the communications officer, something that really should have been assigned to a separate officer. It wouldn’t be a problem normally, but they were going to the rim of explored space. It was quite possible they’d run into someone who literally couldn’t speak Universal. Or saw fit to pretend so.

His console chimed. Leo was his own operations officer too, something that should have been passed to the XO … he keyed the console, cursing under his breath. He needed Lieutenant Halloran at the tactical station … and besides, he was too unpolished to be trusted to determine what needed to be passed to the CO and what he could handle himself. Leo had heard officers grumbling about micromanaging commanders, but … he understood, now, why so many captains micromanaged their crews. It was hard to be sure what was important and what wasn’t, and – at best – getting it wrong would make a CO look incompetent in a very competitive society. At worst, the ship might never be seen again.

“Captain,” Harris said. It was a courtesy title, but it still sent a thrill down Leo’s spine. “We have completed the final set of drive tests. All units are at full operational readiness, and we are ready to begin the power-up sequence on your mark.”

Leo took a breath. “Begin power-up sequence.”

“Aye, sir.”

A low shiver ran through the hull as the drives came online, the drive field taking shape around the hull. Leo kept a wary eye on the internal sensors, hoping to hell they could be trusted to report any power surges, fires, or any other problems caused by a combination of poor maintenance and a CO too ignorant or short-sighted to understand the dangers. There was a reason the crew was meant to perform routine checks or replacements on each and every component, damn it. Leo had never heard of a console exploding in the middle of a battle, not outside bad movies, but he wouldn’t be surprised if one of the old consoles here burst into flames if the operator pushed the wrong button. It would be tricky for a saboteur to do more damage than shoddy maintenance …

“All systems report ready, Captain,” Lieutenant Halloran reported.

“Helm units online, awaiting orders,” Midshipwoman Landor added.

Leo studied his own console for a long moment, torn between excitement and fear. “Tactical, contact the convoy and inform them we will be departing in twenty minutes,” he ordered, shortly. “Helm, move us to the first jump point and recalculate the jump coordinates.”

“Aye, Captain,” Abigail said. Another shiver ran through the hull as Waterhen started to move, getting underway for the first time in months. Leo braced himself, half-expecting a mighty explosion, as the vessel picked up speed. “We’ll take up position on the jump point in fifteen minutes.”

“The convoy informs us they’re ready to go, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “And they’re asking where we are.”

Leo hid his annoyance as he reached for his datapad and started to work through the jump coordinates. In theory, a starship could jump across the universe in the blink of an eye; in practice, it was vanishingly unlikely any ship that tried to jump so far would wind up anywhere near its destination, if it rematerialised at all. Leo didn’t pretend to understand the underlying equations governing FTL travel – very few did – but he know how a single gravity mass could alter their course, ensuring they’d arrive a very long way from their target coordinate. It wasn’t easy to jump past a certain range without getting hopelessly lost and most starships preferred to take it slow, jumping from one set of coordinates to the next and then recalculating before jumping again. He worked his way through the equations slowly and then checked them against the navcomp, breathing a sigh of relief as they matched. It would have been embarrassing, to say the least, if they hadn’t.

“Jump coordinates locked,” Abigail reported. “Jump drive is online, power curves nominal.”

“Tactical, signal Daybreak and inform them we are ready to depart,” Leo ordered. “And then inform the convoy to prepare for jump.”

He settled back into his chair, eying the nearspace display thoughtfully. His former classmates had graduated a week ago and, after a brief day or two with their families and friends, had been sent to their new duty stations. They were midshipmen and lieutenants … he felt torn between pride in being a de facto commanding officer so quickly and envy of his peers, who would have the chance to build their careers and impress officers and potential patrons … without, he noted sourly, being responsible for twenty lives and an entire starship. Leo knew, without false modesty, that he’d done well in training – he wouldn’t have been promoted to a provisional lieutenancy, if he hadn’t – but he couldn’t help wondering what he didn’t know, and what he would learn in the heat of battle instead of being mentored by an older and far more experienced officer. Lieutenant Halloran was the closest he had to such an officer – and Flower, he supposed – and neither could issue orders to him.

They’re probably envying me right now, he thought. The Academy would have issued some kind of explanation for his sudden departure … perhaps a little creative rescheduling combined with barefaced lying, the kind of bureaucratic double-speak Valerian and his type excelled at. They must think I was jumped well ahead because of my academic brilliance, not because I fucked up.

“The convoy is reporting ready to jump,” Lieutenant Halloran said, as Waterhen took up position at the head of the convoy. “Captain?”

“Give the order,” Leo said. He took one final look at his inbox, breathing a sigh of relief that Captain Archibald had shown no inclination to return to his ship. It would be bloody awkward, to say the least. “Jump!”

“Aye, Captain,” Abigail said. “Jumping … now!”

Leo braced himself, an instant before the bridge dimmed around him. He’d been told it was like the entire universe was preparing to take a sneeze, a sensation that was incredibly difficult to put into words – it was almost as if the starship crews were imagining it and yet it was all too real – no matter how many times he travelled on a jump-capable ship. A low flicker of discomfort shot through him, an instant before the universe returned to normal … as if nothing had happened. The only sign something had changed was the nearspace display. The thousands of icons buzzing around Daybreak were gone, replaced by a handful of navigation beacons and little else. Leo felt a chill run down his spine. It was almost as if they were suddenly alone in the universe.

“Jump completed, Captain,” Abigail said.

“Noted.” Leo swallowed, hard. “Did we match the target coordinates?”

“We’re well within the margin of error,” Abigail said. She sounded relieved. A CO who discovered his ship was millions of miles off course might well take it out on the navigator. Leo knew better – he’d done the maths himself – but she didn’t know it. “I’m recalculating the second jump now.”

“Tactical, confirm the freighters have arrived safely,” Leo said. He realised his mistake a second later. “Scan local space. Confirm no threats within detection range.”

Lieutenant Halloran worked his console. “Confirmed, Captain,” he said. His tone was so flat Leo knew he was amused. The mistake hadn’t been fatal, but it was embarrassing and – in the middle of a war – it could easily have been disastrous. It was impossible to be sure where a starship would arrive – the margin of acceptable error was surprisingly high, to groundpounder eyes – but a starship with bad intentions could easily lurk near the most likely coordinates, ready to open fire the moment its target showed itself. “Local space is clear. No potential threats within detection range.”

He paused. “All twelve freighters confirm they have completed their jumps without issue,” he added.  “They’re recharging their drives now.”

“Good.” Leo made a mental note to run through the simulations again. That had been embarrassing. He’d have been marked down if he’d done it on a regular ship, under an officer’s watchful gaze, and here … it would call his competence into question. “Helm, take us to the second jump point. We’ll continue our voyage as quickly as possible.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo leaned back in his chair, studying the live datafeed from engineering. There had been no real problems, thankfully, and the jump drives were recharging hastily … they weren’t quite up to modern standards, he noted, but they were doing well enough. Waterhen would be fine as long as she didn’t blunder into an ambush. The research and development crews had been insisting they’d be able to put together a drive that allowed a starship to jump repeatedly, time and time again, but Leo would believe it when he saw it. The whole concept would change the face of war if it ever got off the drawing board and into cold hard reality, yet … he shook his head. There were hundreds of concepts that looked good on paper and simply didn’t work in real life. Starfighters, for one. They’d be wiped out in droves before they managed to get anywhere near their target.

He relaxed, slightly. They were underway. There’d be no going back now.

“Captain,” Abigail said. “We’re nearing the second jump point.”

“Jump when ready,” Leo ordered. The second jump would be further than the first, now they were clear of Daybreak. “Tactical, ensure the freighters follow our lead.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Leo leaned forward as the second jump was completed, taking the time to make sure he issued the right orders upon arrival. There were no encroachments, just a growing sense that they – and the remainder of the convoy – were ever more alone in the universe. Leo would almost have welcomed a pirate attack – they were the scourge of the galaxy, and naval officers had orders to kill pirates wherever they found them – as the sense of being alone grew stronger. If nothing else, it would be a chance to test his ship against a foe that was unlikely to risk everything in a bid to destroy him. Pirates were rarely brave, when confronted by a ship that might be able to give them a decent fight. There was no point in picking a fight they might lose, leaving them unable to spend their ill-gotten gains …

“Lieutenant Halloran, you have the bridge,” Leo said, after calling a replacement tactical officer. “Alert me if anything, and I mean anything, changes.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo stood, feeling a twinge of unease as he studied the nearspace display. The convoy was a cluster of icons, gathered behind his ship, and beyond them … nothing. He’d known, intellectually, just how vast interstellar space truly was, but it was difficult – almost impossible – to believe it on an emotional level. Waterhen wasn’t a speck of dust on such a scale. She was an atom, perhaps something even smaller. The largest starship known to mankind simply wouldn’t register, not when compared to a planet or a star. There might be plans to construct planet-sized starships, but Leo would believe that – too – when he saw it. The whole concept struck him as thoroughly absurd.

But so would a starship, a few hundred years ago, he thought, as he left the bridge. It was harder than he’d expected. He knew he needed to let his officers have a turn at the command chair, to make sure they had the experience they needed when – if – they were promoted or the ship simply ran into trouble, but it still bothered him. It didn’t help that Lieutenant Halloran had more experience than him, even though it should. The first space explorers would have taken one look at us and dropped dead from shock.

He pushed the thought out of his mind as he keyed the buzzer outside the captain’s cabin. He’d resisted going into the compartment earlier, partly because he’d been afraid Captain Archibald would return and partly because he hadn’t wanted to know, but now … it couldn’t be put off any longer. Flower opened the door, wearing a summer dress that made her look an idealised housewife. Leo shook his head at her smile. She was a very interesting person, and very useful, but it was difficult to know what she was thinking, when she could present herself as anything from a simple crewwoman to a sex kitten in the blink of an eye.

“Welcome home, sweetheart,” Flower said. She grinned, then dropped the act. “What do you think?”

Leo surveyed the cabin. It was larger than it should have been … he scowled as he realised Captain Archibald had taken down two bulkheads to merge his cabin with the ship’s tiny conference room and a storage compartment. The interior was designed to be remodelled, but … his eyes lingered on the painting hanging from the far bulkhead, a painting that was probably worth more than his entire salary. It was also disgusting. Leo didn’t consider himself a prude – he’d done his time in the fleshpots, the honey traps for cadets and spacers on leave – but there were limits. He didn’t want to meet the painter – no, that wasn’t true. He wanted to meet the man in a dark alley, with a baseball bat in hand and no witnesses.

“Charming,” he said. Captain Archibald had a great deal of money and absolutely no taste whatsoever. “And you had to sleep here?”

“I had the closet,” Flower said, indicating a door. “It was … preferable.”

Leo couldn’t disagree. “And his family found this … tolerable?”

Flower grimaced. “I suspect they wanted him to remain firmly out of sight and out of mind,” she said. “That might change shortly, of course.”

“Yeah.” Leo had filed a set of accurate reports, just before departure. He’d done nothing to draw them to the IG’s attention, but – as long as they weren’t asleep at their desks – they should have some pretty searching questions for Captain Archibald. The shipyard workers would probably file their own reports too. “It will be interesting to see how that works out.”

He peered into the bedroom and shook his head. “Pack up everything that isn’t naval-issue and put it in storage,” he said. “We can offload it at Yangtze and send it back to Daybreak … he can claim it, if he wants it.”

“That painting is worth a great deal of money,” Flower pointed out. “And technically it belongs to the navy.”

Leo shook his head. “I’d be worried about anyone who bought it,” he said. “Just … get it all into storage. I want my conference room back.”

Flower grinned. “Really?”

Leo grinned back. “I can’t keep inviting junior officers and crew to my cabin,” he said, with the private thought Captain Archibald had been doing just that. “People will talk.”

“Yeah,” Flower agreed. “They do little else.”


Chapter Seven

“I think we can install emergency power storage cells,” Harris finished, “and use them to fire the phasers.”

“Yes,” Lieutenant Halloran agreed. “Once.”

“Better than nothing,” Harris pointed out. “Those weapons are just dead weight right now.”

Leo tapped the table. “We need every edge we can get,” he said. They’d been doing tactical drills time and time again over the last week, until everyone was thoroughly sick of the exercises, and it had become clear that Waterhen could easily find herself outgunned. Hell, it was quite possible her enemies would assume she was more heavily armed than she was and devote more effort to destroying her, a degree of overkill they wouldn’t understand until it was too late. “Install the power cells and start charging.”

“Yes, sir,” Harris said. “We’ll get on with it at once.”

Lieutenant Halloran looked irked but didn’t say anything. Leo allowed himself a moment of relief. A regular XO on a regular ship would know the written and unwritten conventions of serving as his commander’s right hand, from privately arguing his decisions to serving as the interpreter between him and the crew, but Lieutenant Halloran had almost no experience at being an XO and a certain awareness that Leo really had been promoted over his head. Leo had no idea if his XO thought Leo really was hot shit, or he had connections, or at least had the great advantage of not being Captain Archibald, but … he shook his head. It didn’t matter, as long as he did his job. Leo would do what he could to ensure that Lieutenant Halloran was promoted later.

He cleared his throat. “Is there anything else we should discuss?”

“No, sir,” Harris said. “We’re as close to perfect as we can reasonably hope.”

Lieutenant Halloran snorted. Leo couldn’t help a certain degree of private agreement. Harris had done wonders, with the help of the shipyard workers, but Waterhen was still a mishmash of components from two or three eras and not every command-and-control node talked to every other node. There would be problems, Harris had cautioned, if the ship took heavy damage. A modern vessel could reroute her internal datanet around any damaged sections, but Waterhen couldn’t … not without risking catastrophic failure at the worst possible time. Leo suspected it would be the least of her problems – a battleship could soak up damage, a tiny destroyer could not – but it was something he had to bear in mind. A long-running engagement could easily end very badly.

Leo looked at Lieutenant Halloran. “And tactical?”

“The crews are being cross-trained now,” Lieutenant Halloran assured him. “However, there are limits to how many billets we can fill without leaving others dangerously undermanned.”

“Understood,” Leo said. He’d put out a request for more crew, but no one had been reassigned before their departure. “We’ll do the best we can.”

“We can requisition naval reserve personnel from merchant vessels, if necessary,” Lieutenant Halloran pointed out. “It would be legal …”

“Unless the owners bitch up a storm,” Harris muttered. “We could get sued.”

“I’ll keep it in mind,” Leo said. “In fact, I …”

The intercom bleeped. “Captain,” Abigail said, nervously. “I … ah, there’s an affray on Deck Four, Bunkroom Two.”

Leo’s eyes narrowed. “An affray?”

“Yes, sir,” Abigail said. “Shouting and screaming, and fighting, and …”

“I see.” Leo thought fast. Normally, the Marines and the XO would deal with whoever was having the affray and the Captain would deal with them later, once everyone had calmed down. He had no Marines and he wasn’t sure he wanted to send anyone else to deal with the crisis. “Seal off the area. I’m on my way.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “I can go …”

“Better it be me,” Leo said. He couldn’t afford to let his XO be used as the enforcer too often. It was important to prove he was a better CO than Captain Archibald. “You take the bridge.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo checked his sidearm, cursing under his breath. Trouble – real trouble – was rare on smaller ships, if only because everyone knew everyone else’s business. It was harder for problems to fester until they burst into the light, but Waterhen – once again – was an exception to the rule. Would it have killed Captain Archibald to be a good commanding officer? Or to let his XO get on with the job instead of trying to get into her pants? If the bastard had done his fucking job …

He made his way down to the lower deck, silently assessing the situation. The crew was a little more spread out than he’d expected, the reduced manpower allowing crewmen to claim individual cabins or share bunkrooms with one or two comrades instead of five or ten. Leo hadn’t realised that could be a problem, not until it was too late. He made a mental note to deal with it later as he stopped outside the sealed hatch and used his command authority to open it. There was no sign of trouble as he slipped through the hatch, eyes flickering from side to side. He inched down the corridor, resisting the urge to draw his sidearm. He’d never drawn his service weapon in anger before and he was damned if he was starting now.

“I …”

Leo tensed. Someone was talking, someone up ahead. He kept moving until he reached an open hatch and peered inside. A crewman was sitting on a bunk, playing with a collection of metal pipes and containers that had been scavenged from spare parts … Leo had never seen the specific design before, but it was clearly a very illicit still. He sucked in his breath, a hot flash of anger burning through him. He’d given orders – very specific orders – that all stills were to be destroyed. It looked as if this one had been dismantled instead. Judging by the crewman’s condition, he either couldn’t take his booze or two weeks of enforced abstinence had taken its toll. Leo shook his head in dismay. He’d known someone would challenge his authority sooner or later, but this …

The crewman looked up. He was a mess, so much so that Leo had problems recognising him as Crewman Shields. The man’s service record was pitiful and the only reason his naval service had been extended was that he filled a billet on Waterhen, one that might otherwise have demanded a competent crewman. There’d been a long string of complaints too … Leo gritted his teeth. The training officers who’d pretended to be Leo’s subordinates had known when to stop. Shields … didn’t.

“On your feet,” Leo snapped. “Now!”

“Captain Kid,” Shields managed. “You … you little brat …”

He sprang, moving faster than Leo would have believed possible. Leo barely had a second to brace himself before the man crashed into him, sending them both tumbling to the ground. His breath stank of alcohol and failure, a man whose career had been dead for years before he laid hands on his commanding officer. Leo wondered what Shields was thinking, or even if he was thinking at all, as he grasped the man’s ear and pulled, hard. Assaulting a starship captain carried the death penalty. Shields had to know it.

Leo twisted as Shields recoiled, throwing a punch that would have put Leo’s lights out for good if it had connected. Instead, he hit the deck hard … Leo gritted his teeth and kicked the crewman in the chest, then pulled himself free and scrambled to his feet. Shields wasn’t bright enough to know he was woozy, Leo noted absently; he’d already fucked up his career beyond hope of repair. Or had he … Leo shoved Shields down, then looked around for the sober-up he knew had to be somewhere within arms’ reach. Anyone fool enough to start brewing alcohol on a starship would be smart enough to have a sober-up, right? He smiled as he found the tab and shoved it against the man’s bare arm. Shields called him every name in the book, and a few Leo had never encountered before, as the drug worked its way through his system. It was not an improvement, Leo reflected. Shields was becoming sober enough to realise – all too clearly – just what he’d done.

“I …” Shields coughed and sputtered. “Captain, I …”

Leo met his eyes, refusing to show even a hint of weakness. “What were you thinking?”

Shields said nothing for a long moment, then started to whine. “Captain Archibald never cared …”

“I’m not Captain Archibald,” Leo snapped. “And you should be grateful. He would have nailed your underpants to your head and tossed you out the airlock, without bothering with any sort of formalities. What were you thinking?”

“It was just a little drink …”

Leo was temped, very tempted, to slap the older man as hard as he could. There was no such thing as a little drink. His mother had been a strict teetotaller, pointing to the drunkards who thronged the streets every weekend as clear proof of the evils of alcohol; Leo himself hadn’t gotten drunk until he’d been given two days off from his training, an experience that had convinced him his mother had a point. It was bad enough being picked up by the patrol and spending a night in the drunk tank, but getting drunk on a starship was suicidal. Shields was lucky his career hadn’t come to an end well before he’d assaulted his commanding officer.

“There’s no such thing as a little drink,” Leo said. The still didn’t look very safe – or clean. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t hold a Captain’s Mast and put you out the airlock myself?”

Shields shuddered, violently. He’d ignored direct orders, then rendered himself unfit for duty and – if that wasn’t bad enough – he’d assaulted his commanding officer. There were few grounds to avoid the first charge and none to avoid the remaining two. The IG would stamp fully approved on the execution warrant, and even if it thought otherwise and countermanded the sentence it would too late. Hell, the IG was reluctant to do anything that might call a Captain’s authority into question. It would be an interesting case – Leo was not a formal Captain – but no matter the outcome Shields wouldn’t be alive to see it.

He swallowed. He hadn’t thrown up, suggesting he hadn’t had much in his stomach. No wonder the alcohol had affected him so badly.

“I was drunk,” Shields managed. “I didn’t know who you were.”

“I shall pretend to believe that,” Leo said. He knew very well that was a lie. “Tell me, Shields. What happened to your career? Why …?”

Shields shook his head. “Does it matter? Get on with it.”

“I’ll give you a choice,” Leo said, flatly. “You can sober up and do your fucking job, or you can walk out an airlock. If you choose the former, if you turn your career around, I’ll forget this incident ever happened. You can work your arse off as part of this crew and restart your career. You will have a chance to actually make something of yourself. Or you can die.”

“That’s not much of a choice,” Shields said. “Sir, I …”

“Choose,” Leo said. The report would have to be very carefully written, just to obscure how badly he was bending regulations. He had a legal duty to execute Shields – or at least imprison him – and instead he was finding a way to avoid it. “Make something of yourself. Or die.”

“You don’t understand,” Shields protested. “Sir, I … I fucked up.”

“Yes, you did,” Leo agreed. “And now you can recover from that mistake or you can die.”

He stepped back and looked around the messy bunkroom. It didn’t look as if Shields was sharing the space with anyone, let alone someone with the authority – personal or positional – to tell him to shape up before he dragged everyone else down with him. That wasn’t a good sign. The senior crewmen should have dealt with Shields well before the officers got involved, something that would have happened on a bigger ship with a bigger – a much bigger – crew. Instead … Leo couldn’t afford to lose anyone, but there were limits to how far he could tolerate someone like Shields too. If he caused more trouble …

He’ll be going out the airlock, Leo thought. It was funny how the play-acted Captain’s Masts had been so easy, how he’d handled them without a care in the world … because, at base, they hadn’t been real. There had been no way in hell the sentences he’d handed out, back then, would actually be carried out. Here … he would be killing Shields, really killing him, if he carried out an execution. If I do that, what will it do to me?

“I’ll do my best,” Shields managed.

“Good.” Leo helped him to his feet. “Go to sickbay. The doctor can check you over and purge your bloodstream, then the engineer can put you to work. Do as you’re told, without argument, and we can put this incident in the past.”

He pointed Shields down the corridor, then walked after him. Harris was standing by the hatch, looking grim. He was holding a stunner in one hand. Leo met his eyes and motioned for him to remain behind, as Shields tottered to sickbay. It wasn’t ideal, but it would have to do.

“I want that cabin – this entire deck – searched from top to bottom,” Leo ordered, curtly. It was hard to keep the anger out of his voice. Someone had been asleep at the switch and the blame, when the IG inspected the records, would probably fall on him. A captain was responsible for everything that happened on his ship, even if he didn’t have the formal rank or he’d only just taken command. “The still is to be destroyed, and any others – even dismantled – are to be destroyed too.”

Harris looked as if he wanted to argue, but didn’t dare. “Yes, sir,” he said. “I’ll see to it personally.”

“You can get drunk on shore leave,” Leo told him. Shields hadn’t been the only drunkard on the ship. He dreaded to imagine what sort of trouble a drunken engineer could cause, when they were hundreds of light-years from home. “During flight, it’s a very bad idea.”

“Yes, sir,” Harris said. “I’ll make sure the rest of the crew knows too.”

“And put Shields on harsh duty,” Leo added. “He can share a bunkroom with crewmen who have a little more common sense. This could have ended very badly.”

“Yes, sir.”

Leo turned and headed down the corridor, heading back to the bridge. Lieutenant Halloran was sitting in the command chair, looking pale. Flower stood beside him, wearing a naval uniform in a manner that suggested she’d been a navy brat all her life. Leo wondered, idly, just what sort of life she’d had, before joining the Houses of Joy, then shrugged as Lieutenant Halloran stood. Leo filled them both in quickly as he took his seat. They had to know what had happened, and what he intended to do about it.

“Sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said, when he’d finished. “Is that wise?”

“I hope so,” Leo said. “We’ll keep a close eye on him, of course, and if he doesn’t shape up we’ll ditch him on Yangtze.”

He scowled. Shields’s service record had suggested a man who couldn’t win for losing, a crewman who had had a run of bad luck early on and never recovered. The complaints had been vague, the sort of thing that might be driven by personal dislike rather than actionable evidence. It was possible Shields had messed up badly and never had a chance to catch himself; it was also possible his superior had been unwilling to press formal charges because it would have made him look bad. Leo suspected he’d never know for sure. There was no point in sending a message back to Daybreak, asking for details. It would be months before he got a reply, assuming there was one, and he wouldn’t know if he could trust it.

“I’ll keep an eye on him too,” Flower said. “If he is an addict, it won’t be long before he’ll feel driven to start drinking again.”

“There are treatments for alcoholic dependency,” Leo snapped. It was true that a crewman who applied for them would wind up in trouble, but Shields was in trouble anyway. “If you think he’s slipping, let me know. We can deal with him.”

“And if you’re wrong?” Lieutenant Halloran leaned closer. “If he’s planning to cause real trouble …?”

“Then we’ll deal with it,” Leo said. He understood Lieutenant Halloran’s concerns, but he owed it to his crew to give them a second chance. Perhaps, with a better commander and a genuine chance to prove himself, Shields would show he was worthy of the uniform. Perhaps not, but at least Leo would have given him that chance. “We’ll keep an eye on him and see what happens.”

He leaned back in his chair. “You can get some rest,” he added. “I’ll get back to my paperwork.”

“Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said.

“You should leave the paperwork to me,” Flower said. “I can handle it.”

“I’m sure you can,” Leo said. He was very tempted to let her take the lead. “But I need to know what I’m signing.”

He dismissed her, then leaned back in his chair. There was never any shortage of things to do, from paperwork to books or videos, but the journey was starting to wear him down anyway, to the point he would have been almost relieved if they encountered a pirate ship. It would have been something to do …

Enjoy being bored, he reminded himself. His instructors had told him that naval service was long days and weeks of routine boredom, broken by moments of screaming terror, and he was starting to think they’d been right. You’ll have a great deal to do once you reach Yangtze.


Chapter Eight

“Jump completed, sir,” Abigail said.

Leo leaned forward, feeling a thrill of excitement as Yangtze appeared on the main display. He’d half-expected an undeveloped world, all alone in the night, but Yangtze was surprisingly well-developed. The original colonist starship had been converted into an orbital transit station, opening up further development of the high orbitals, and the local industrial base had been able to fund and establish a handful of zero-gee industrial nodes. They were primitive by modern standards, yet better than what most worlds isolated from the galactic mainstream by the war had been able to build. A number of asteroid settlements – probably mining camps – were clearly visible on the display, as was a small but perfectly functional cloudscoop. Leo couldn’t help but be impressed. It was a remarkable achievement.

“Tactical, send an IFF transmission,” Leo ordered. They’d been careful to jump into the designated emergence zones, but it was quite possible the planet would mistake them for a pirate vessel and sound the alert. The planetary authorities should have been informed of their impending arrival, yet interstellar schedules were always based on wishful thinking. No one took them for granted until the starship actually arrived. “Helm, hold us here until we are cleared to approach.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo leaned back in the command chair and watched as more data flowed into the nearspace display. Yangtze had a handful of automated orbital weapons platforms – primitive, again, but enough to deter pirates and planetary raiders – and a network of sensor beacons that was surprisingly well developed, allowing the planet to monitor nearspace with an impressive thoroughness. Leo keyed his console, noting the presence of a handful of outdated patrol ships and what looked like a pair of converted freighters, their hulls crammed with weapons in a manner that wouldn’t turn them into genuine warships, but would give any pirate fool enough to pick a fight a nasty surprise. He wondered, grimly, just how much pirate activity there was in the sector, now it was slowly being incorporated into the empire. There would be rich pickings for any pirate willing to take the risk of running afoul of Daybreak, and it wouldn’t be that risky until more warships were deployed to the sector. Leo felt his eyes narrow as he studied the orbital installations. It was hard to be sure, but he had a feeling the local naval base was not up to the task of supporting even one outdated ship.

We’re going to have to do something about that, he mused. Waterhen was tough enough to take on most pirate ships, but she couldn’t be everywhere. Perhaps if we convince the locals to invest in a joint facility, one that can handle both our ships and theirs …

Lieutenant Halloran looked up. “The planet just pinged us, sir,” he said. “We are cleared to approach.”

“Helm, take us in,” Leo ordered. He was mildly surprised the planetary authorities hadn’t designated an orbital slot, but it wasn’t as if the high orbitals were crowded. It was unlikely they’d crash into anything unless they did so deliberately. The surface to orbit traffic was surprisingly high for a formerly isolated world, but it was still quite low compared to Daybreak or Earth. “Tactical, maintain a light active and passive sensor scan at all times. I want to know if anything changes.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “You expect attack?”

Leo shrugged. “An inch of prevention is better than a pound of cure,” he said, citing a lesson his instructors had drilled into him, mainly with gruesome stories about surprise attacks that had only worked because the defender hadn’t been paying close attention to what was going on around him. “Besides, our sensor crews need the practice.”

He frowned as a new message popped up in his inbox. Governor Brighton welcomed him to Yangtze and invited him to visit Government House at his earliest convenience. The message was polite and friendly, but Leo knew it was an order. The governor would want to meet with him as quickly as possible, and to hell with his other commitments. Leo sent back a short reply noting he’d be on the way as soon as his ship entered orbit, then forwarded the message to Flower. She could come with him. He’d already noted how her observation and deduction skills were light-years ahead of his, fully on par with Sherlock Holmes.

“Captain,” Abigail said. “We have entered orbit.”

“Hold position,” Leo ordered. “Lieutenant Halloran, you have the bridge.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “Should I prepare the crew for shore leave?”

“Groups of five, after I speak with the Governor,” Leo said. He didn’t expect trouble – he would have been warned by now if there was a reason not to allow his crew down to the surface – but it was well to be careful. Yangtze was so far from civilised space that there was little data on the planet’s political situation, and what there was appeared to be several years out of date. “Make sure they know it won’t be for long. We’ll have to go on patrol soon enough.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo stood, then headed to the shuttle port. Flower was already there, waiting. Leo nodded to her as he opened the hatch, then motioned for her to take a seat as he sat in the pilot’s chair. It wasn’t that long since he’d flown a shuttle – it had been part of his training, although he knew he was nowhere near as good a pilot as a dedicated flyer - and he’d forgotten nothing. He wondered, as he ran through the brief pre-flight sequence, if Flower knew how to fly a shuttle too. She seemed to be able to do nearly everything else.

He glanced at her. “You look like a very capable young officer.”

Flower smiled back. “As far as anyone knows, right now I’m just a new and naive midshipwoman,” she said. “Don’t spoil the surprise.”

“Hah.”

Leo started the drive, disengaged from Waterhen, and steered the shuttle down to the planet. There was a very limited ATC system, he noted absently; the network had given him permission to land and designated a landing site just outside Government House, but it wasn’t peering over his shoulder or demanding permission to take control of the flight itself. Leo wouldn’t have agreed, if it had. Most ATC systems were trustworthy, but the slightest mistake – or a hacking attack – could lead to absolute disaster. Besides, it went against the grain to allow anyone to take control of a Daybreak shuttle. It suggested the locals had a degree of authority over imperial personnel they lacked.

He didn’t pay much attention to the surrounding landscape as he glided the shuttle to the landing pad and set her down neatly, but he was confident that Flower was paying close attention and mentally filing her observations away for later contemplation. The landing pad itself was rough and crude, although perfectly functional; he powered down the shuttle, checked his sidearm automatically, and opened the hatch to step outside. A functionary, wearing a bright uniform that suggested a certain lack of seriousness, bowed politely, then motioned for them to follow him. He made no attempt to check, peace-bond or confiscate their weapons. Leo wasn’t sure if that was courtesy, or lax security. He hoped it was the former.

“Welcome to Government House,” the functionary said, as he led the way up the stairs and into the main door. “We hope you will enjoy your stay.”

Leo kept his thoughts to himself. Government House looked like a palace, right out of a historical or romantic drama. The outer structure had a certain elegance that suggested it had been designed and built by a craftsman with an unlimited budget; the interior was tastefully decorated, with artworks that looked expensive mingling with portraits of men and women in fancy clothes. The staff looked fancy too: the men wore outfits that highlighted their muscles; the women wore shirts with plunging necklines and skirts that were so short they’d be in danger of revealing everything if the woman had to bend over to pick something up off the floor. Leo shook his head in disbelief. Servants were rare on Daybreak, rare and expensive. And they demanded to be treated with a little dignity.

The functionary showed them into an office that was surprisingly, almost disturbingly, roomy – and just as elegant as the rest of the mansion. “Captain Morningstar, Your Excellency.”

Leo tensed, slightly, as Governor Brighton stood and held out his hand. “You’re a little young to be a Captain,” he said, as Leo took his hand and shook it firmly. “How did you get the post?”

“Technically, I’m merely the senior ranking officer on Waterhen,” Leo told him. There was no point in trying to claim otherwise. The governor had full authority to request naval files from passing starships … Leo wondered, suddenly, if Governor Brighton might have been a little alarmed to discover Leo wasn’t listed in the fleet rolls. The files on Yangtze were several years out of date. It was quite possible their last update had been before Leo had even joined the navy, let alone completed his training. “The Captain is just a courtesy title.”

The governor tapped his lips. “Don’t mention that here, young man,” he said. “This place thrives on titles of nobility, and a Daybreak officer is a noble by default.”

He motioned for Leo to take a seat – he largely ignored Flower – and nodded to the functionary. “Please ask the Deputy to come along, when it suits him,” he said. “And have some tea and cake served at once.”

“Yes, Your Excellency.”

“I must say, I’m glad to see the navy is finally responding to my demands for more military and economic support,” Governor Brighton said, once a maid had brought refreshments and left as silently as she’d come. “It hasn’t been easy to keep the local sector from boiling over, not when I have very limited direct authority and hardly anything backing it up. The locals are aware of our willingness to settle issues by force, if they are unwilling to do it for themselves, but not all – I’m sorry to say – believe it. They weren’t touched that badly by the war, either.”

Leo frowned. “They don’t believe us?”

“They came a very long way from Earth, and they lost contact with much of human civilisation for decades, thanks to the war, until we started establishing our authority out here,” Governor Brighton told him. “Many resent the fact we incorporated them; others think we’re not living up to our promises. They have a point, to be fair. Piracy has been on the rise, as the sector continues its development, and we haven’t done much about it. Yangtze is just too far from the core for anyone to be particularly concerned.”

“The sector will receive more military support and economic development,” Leo said, recalling the files he’d read during the trip. “But there are many other demands on our resources.”

“Yes,” Governor Brighton told him. “And right now, the locals feel we are making demands of them while offering nothing in return. And they have a point.”

Leo said nothing for a long moment. The files had clearly understated the local industrial developments – and economic potential – and exaggerated the empire’s degree of control over local politics. It was true that most worlds were allowed to run their own internal affairs as they saw fit, as long as they didn’t cause interstellar trouble or otherwise break Imperial law, but … it was hard, almost impossible, for even a far-distant world to avoid a certain degree of imperial or corporate interference. It was the price of empire, he’d been told; it was a price deeply resented, from time to time, but one paid willingly because the alternative was worse.

Flower leaned forward. “Your Excellency, how much authority do you actually have?”

The Governor smiled. “On paper, I have complete authority over the sector,” he said, dryly. “In practice, my authority is entirely dependent on local willingness to go along with me – to accept me as a neutral arbiter, rather than their ruler – and their fear of imperial intervention. I have no way to impose my will on anyone, certainly not directly.”

Leo sucked in his breath. “Your Excellency …”

The door opened. Leo turned to see a middle-aged man, wearing a fancy outfit that should have been silly but somehow managed to give him an air of dignity, and a young red-haired girl wearing a long green dress that hinted at her curves without revealing anything below the neckline. She met his eyes, just briefly, and winked, before looking demurely at the floor. There was something fresh-faced about her that called to him, in a manner Flower – or Fleur – never had. Leo couldn’t put it into words. It was just … a sense of youth and innocence, perhaps, that both older women had long lost. Or perhaps it was a form of kinship. They were the youngest people in the room.

“Captain Morningstar, allow me to introduce Deputy Governor Hari Bridgerton, Duke of Northumbria, and his daughter Gayle,” Governor Brighton said. “His family were closely involved in the annexation effort and were rewarded for their services with the role he now holds.”

Leo held out a hand. The Deputy Governor shook it, his eyes studying Leo with an almost savage intensity. There was an anger and resentment within his gaze that bothered Leo, not least because it reminded him of some of the young adults he’d known growing up. And yet, why would a Deputy Governor feel such emotions? He was easily the highest-ranking native on the planet, in a place he could easily make a name for himself …

“It is good to see Daybreak is finally taking the problem of piracy seriously,” Bridgerton said. His voice was heavily accented, his tone hard enough to make Leo wince. “I have lost two freighters in the past five months, and so far we have yet to recover them.”

“The Captain will begin patrolling the sector as soon as possible,” Governor Brighton said, trying to sound reassuring. “I’m sure the pirates will soon be driven out of their lairs and forced to flee, before they’re blown away.”

Leo kept his face impassive, somehow. It wasn’t easy to locate a pirate base, let alone destroy it. The Governor was making promises Leo knew he wouldn’t be able to keep. It would be better to escort a convoy, knowing the pirates would either have to risk an engagement or let their target go, but with only one starship there was a limit to how many convoys they could escort. His mind raced, searching for a silver bullet; cold logic told him there was none to be found. The Governor meant well, Leo was sure, but he’d set Leo up to fail.

“I shall believe it when I see it,” Bridgerton said, curtly. “We cannot keep taking these losses without serious consequences.”

Governor Brighton leaned forward. “You’ll have the chance to meet most of the local movers and shakers at the ball tonight,” he added. “I trust you brought a dress uniform?”

“I can arrange for a suit,” Gayle said, speaking for the first time. Her father looked as if he wanted to say something cutting and didn’t quite dare. “In fact, Captain, let me take you to the ball. I can make sure you are introduced to everyone.”

Leo hid his amusement with an effort. Bridgerton appeared to have bitten into something sour, while Governor Brighton favoured Gayle with a brilliant and benevolent smile. Leo didn’t pretend to understand local politics, and he had no idea why her father wasn’t pleased at her suggestion, but he was sure being escorted by Gayle would be better than going alone. It would give Flower a chance to circulate too, without him cramping her style.

“Thank you,” he said. “I accept your kind offer.”

The Governor nodded. “We will discuss local politics later,” he said, sitting back in his chair and sipping his tea. “Captain, if there is anything you need before you start your patrols, let me know. The entire planet is at your disposal.”

Leo suspected that was an exaggeration, but …

“There’s a billet I need filled,” he said. “Do you have any Daybreak Marines I can borrow?”

Governor Brighton said nothing for a long cold moment. “I have been unable to convince the government to assign even a handful of Marines – or close-protection specialists – out here,” he said. Leo blinked in surprise. He’d never heard of an imperial building that wasn’t protected by Marines. The locals might be competent or they might not, but either way they couldn’t be completely trusted. “There is a retired Marine who might be interested in taking service with you – he came out with the initial assessment team and stayed behind after completing his final mission – but you’d have to ask him personally. We’re not exactly friends.”

Leo frowned. That was an odd way to put it.

“I’ll ask him, if you forward the details,” he said. It wasn’t much, and it might come to nothing, but he was desperately aware he needed at least some shipboard troops. It was against regulations to recruit local troops, no matter how space-capable, or he’d have put in the request as soon as he reached Yangtze. “It’s better than nothing.”

“That’s very true, out here,” Bridgerton muttered.

“I also need to give my crew some leave,” Leo said. The journey had been long. The crew needed a break, even if it was just a day or two. “Can I start sending the first group down now?”

“Of course,” Governor Brighton beamed. “The spaceport will be glad of the trade.”

Bridgerton looked irked. “As long as they behave themselves.”

“They will,” Leo said. He tapped his communicator, sending the message to Waterhen. It wasn’t uncommon for spacers on shore leave to get into brawls, but they tended to be confined to the red-light districts surrounding spaceports. “They’re a good crew.”

“Now that’s settled, you can tell us about developments on Daybreak,” Governor Brighton said. “Politics can wait.”

Leo sighed, inwardly. It was going to be a long afternoon.


Chapter Nine

“You look good,” Gayle said, as Leo studied himself in the mirror. “It suits you.”

Leo shrugged. The whole idea of professional tailoring struck him as absurd – it wasn’t something he’d enjoyed, even at the Academy – but he had to admit the tailor had done a good job. The suit fitted him perfectly, without cramping his movements or being uncomfortably tight in all the wrong places. It was weirdly amusing to note that the suit looked a lot like a dress uniform, yet fitted better than anything the navy had ever issued him. The dress uniform he’d been assigned for the graduation ceremony – the ceremony he’d been forced to skip – had been so uncomfortable he’d wondered if he were being pranked.

“Thank you,” he said. Gayle had practically dragged him to his new quarters – apparently, Government House automatically assigned suites to passing starship captains – the moment the long and tedious discussion had come to an end. Leo suspected she’d found it as boring as he had, although she’d hidden it better. He’d endured far too many addresses, back during basic training, from officers who were too fond of the sound of their own voices to find it easy to hide his boredom. “You look good too.”

Gayle spun neatly, her dress billowing around her. Leo found it hard not to stare. There was something real about her that Flower lacked, something he still couldn’t put into words. The dynamic between Gayle and her father puzzled him, and he wasn’t sure what she was playing at, but … he shrugged. It would only be a night or two, then the ship would be underway once again, escorting a handful of freighters to their final destination.

A flicker of mischief shot through him. “Why doesn’t your father like me?”

“It isn’t you personally,” Gayle said. “My father and grandfather concentrated much of their wealth in building an interstellar shipping empire, trying to link the sector together and make a great deal of money in the process. I think they had ambitions for eventually uniting the sector … point is, the empire came along and imposed a bunch of rules and … well, we have to follow those rules, while at the same time we’re not getting very much in return. The really big interstellar corporations have been nosing around, and no matter how much money anyone local invests in the sector, the interstellars can outspend them easily.”

She paused. “There’s even a theory that the empire is doing nothing about the pirates because they’re weakening the sector, clearing a path for the corporations to move in and take over.”

Leo shook his head. “That’s absurd.”

“It isn’t, not to anyone who’s lost a freighter in the last few months,” Gayle told him. “Why does the empire forbid us to send warships to other systems, without patrolling the spacelanes itself?”

“You might make war on your neighbours,” Leo said. He’d studied history. The First Interstellar War had started because stronger worlds started trying to take over smaller worlds, and no one had had the power to stop them. “We will deal with the pirates.”

Gayle shrugged and held out a hand. “I’d say this isn’t a night for politics,” she said. “But in truth you’ll probably hear more about politics than anything else.”

Leo took her hand. “Why did you ask me to the ball?”

Gayle smirked. “It’s a social coup,” she said. “And …”

She paused. “I want to go to Daybreak and make a good match,” she added. “I’m sick of living out here, on the frontier. I want to be presented at court.”

Leo’s eyes narrowed. There was no such thing as a debutante ball on Daybreak, not even amongst the oldest and best-connected families. There might be some matches arranged between scions of the old families, the happy couple strongly urged to consider each other as a potential partner, but it was vanishingly rare. A man with a name could never compete with a man who had a brilliant military record, no matter how humble his origins. The idea of Gayle travelling to Daybreak and marrying a well-connected Daybreaker was just absurd. If she tried … it was rare for an off-worlder to earn citizenship and climb in the ranks, although it wasn’t completely unknown. Gayle had been spun a web of lies … he wondered, suddenly, why.

“Daybreak doesn’t work like that,” he said, finally. It was possible she might attend a social event for ambassadors, if her father was sent as a representative, but little else. “It might not be what you expect.”

Gayle shrugged and led him through a series of doors, down a long flight of stairs and into a giant ballroom. Leo’s earlier thoughts returned to haunt him – it really was just like stepping into a historical melodrama – as the herald announced their names, putting immense stress on Leo’s provisional rank. Leo felt exposed, and completely out of place, as Gayle guided him around the floor, pointing out a handful of important men – all men – along with men who thought they were important. Leo suspected he could pick out the former from the latter very easily. The latter were trying too hard …

An odd shiver ran down his spine as he allowed his eyes to wander around the chamber. Men did all the important talking, their conversation flowing from matters of great significance to trivialities and back again, while the women either hung on their arms like trophies or gossiped amongst themselves, giggling in a manner that put Leo’s teeth on edge. It was bizarre, by his standards, and frankly disconcerting. The women were acting like silly idiots … perhaps acting was the right word. He wondered, suddenly, just how many of the female guests were listening intently, committing everything they heard to memory. All of them, perhaps. There was a certain safety, Flower had told him, that came with being constantly underestimated.

“I trust you are going to sweep the spacelanes clear of pirates,” one aristocrat said, as they met briefly. “We can’t afford to keep taking these losses.”

“I’ll do my best,” Leo promised. “There’s a lot of work to be done.”

The sense of being out of place grew stronger as the evening wore on. Half the guests complained about piracy, or interstellar taxes and tariffs, or demanded he pass judgement on matters he knew nothing about; the other half extended invitations to their estates, or invited him on hunting trips, or tried to introduce him to their daughters or other female relatives, something that clearly annoyed Gayle. The Governor seemed to navigate the crowd with ease and yet he too seemed alone, an island of Daybreak within a sea of locals. Leo had had some etiquette training, back at the Academy, but it hadn’t been for anything like this …

It didn’t improve as they sat down for dinner, enjoyed a meal that was surprisingly formal, and then returned to the hall. Leo caught sight of Flower sharing a dance with an elderly man who was clearly in his cups, wittering away in a manner that suggested he’d have forgotten all about it by the time he sobered up, and felt a brief flash of sympathy. Flower was probably enjoying herself no more than him, but at least she’d probably learn something useful. Probably.

“I meant to ask,” he said, as Gayle led him into the garden. “How does your planet actually work? How did your father get his post?”

Gayle shot him a thoughtful look. “My father is a direct descendent of one of the first founders,” she said. “The ones who invested in the colony mission and were rewarded with large estates and a permanent seat on the planetary government. When the empire showed up, he was the first to pledge his allegiance. Does that answer your question?”

“Maybe …”

Leo kept his face impassive. He’d read the file, but he hadn’t understood the reality until now. There was no competition on Yangtze … no, there had been no competition. The aristocracy’s grip on power had ensured no one could compete on even terms, couldn’t even get off the ground without aristocratic support. Now, with Imperial Law superseding planetary law, it would be much harder for the aristocracy to suppress challenges or prevent anyone who wanted to migrate from leaving.

Gayle shrugged. “Are you still going to look up that old sergeant tomorrow?”

“Yeah.” Leo didn’t bother to hide his surprise at the change in subject. “I’d better get an early night.”

“A good excuse for leaving early and missing all the speeches,” Gayle teased. She grinned at his shocked expression. “Don’t worry, no one will mind. Half will have headed home already.”

She led Leo back to his suite, gave him a peck on the cheek, then hurried away before he could take the risk of inviting her into the room. The Academy had given a great deal of advice on romantic relationships with locals, male or female, and much had been surprisingly contradictory. It was very easy to get into trouble through romance, they’d been cautioned, and while the law might limit what a planetary government could do to an off-worlder it would be no consolation if you were beaten to death by an outraged relative. He did like Gayle, and he had a certain amount of sympathy with her desire to move elsewhere, but …

He stepped into his room and checked his communicator. The first band of crewmen were on shore leave … so far, thankfully, there’d been no trouble. Leo would turn a blind eye to crew who were clearly the worse for wear, as long as it didn’t interfere with the smooth running of his ship, but a riot on the surface would be a major headache even if the shore patrol knew how to deal with it. Was there a shore patrol? Yangtze was hardly a backwater, by local standards, but … he made a mental note to check. There had to be something, didn’t there?

Flower stepped into the room, twenty minutes later, and tapped her lips while wandering the floor in a manner that looked random yet was anything but. Leo didn’t think the Governor would bug his visitors, yet it was impossible to be sure his staff could be trusted. There weren’t many Daybreakers on the surface …

“I’ll tell you one thing, the resentment is off the charts,” Flower said, sitting on his bed in a manner that clashed oddly with her dress. “The aristocrats are pissed at being unwillingly incorporated into the empire, even though the fact their world wasn’t united was largely their fault. Some think we’re just going to take over completely, others that we’re weakening them before moving in for the kill.”

“I heard,” Leo said. “How many are trying to undermine the Governor?”

“It’s hard to be sure,” Flower said. “Grumbling doesn’t always lead to trouble. The Governor isn’t seen as a real threat, in and of himself, and I think a lot of the local aristos have decided to ignore him as much as possible, rather than try to unseat him. They were very much in two minds about having a starship assigned to the sector, too. Some think it’s great the empire is finally living up to its promise, others fear it is just the start of a process that will end with their world losing what remains of its autonomy.”

She paused. “The women are also far smarter than they let on,” she added. “That giggling hides a collection of very sharp minds.”

“I guessed,” Leo said. “Why …?”

Flower grimaced. “It isn’t uncommon for colony worlds that have to struggle to survive to fall back on a patriarchal system, with women being both protected and treated as property, at least until they develop the technology and society structures they need to ensure equality of the sexes. Women here have few rights, from what I can tell, and I suspect their male relatives can override those rights if they wish. That might explain their conduct. Lacking the ability to act openly, they resort to clandestine manoeuvres instead.”

“Charming,” Leo said. It had never occurred to him that there might be anything inferior about his mother or sisters, still less the female cadets who’d competed with him and the female instructors who’d drilled him mercilessly. It was certainly hard to maintain such a delusion when he knew how hard his mother had worked, or when he lost a mock-battle to a female cadet who’d made better use of her resources. “That will change, won’t it?”

“Yes, but don’t expect it to change easily,” Flower told him. “There is always resistance.”

Leo shrugged. The Empire wouldn’t support the planetary government if it tried to crush rebels, any more than it would help the rebellion. It would try to move the rebels to a new world, if they wanted to leave; it was quite possible, he knew, that a vast number of young women would head into interstellar space, once they realised that they wouldn’t be judged poorly or treated as idiots because they had vaginas instead of penises. The local government would be annoyed, but they couldn’t do anything about it. The Empire had slapped down governments that got too big for their britches before and it would happily do it again.

He looked at her. “And the commoners?”

“It’s difficult to say, based on what I heard,” Flower said. “I’ll go exploring tomorrow, have a look around the city and see if I can get a sense of the local mood. Unless you want me to come with you …?”

“I can talk to a retired Marine on my own,” Leo assured her. “If he says yes, I can bring him back to the ship and you can meet him there.”

Flower nodded. “Be careful with Gayle,” she said. Her voice was suddenly very serious. “That girl has an agenda of her own.”

“She said she wanted to move to Daybreak,” Leo mused. “But …”

“Yeah,” Flower said. Her voice was flat, but Leo was sure she sounded sympathetic. It hadn’t been easy for Flower, and it would be a great deal harder for Gayle. “It won’t be easy for her if she does.”

Leo couldn’t disagree. Daybreak was not always very kind to immigrants, particularly immigrants who refused to abandon their former cultures, do their planetary service to become citizens, and generally make an effort to integrate as much as possible. Gayle was pretty, and she was clearly smart, but she’d have little else when she arrived and started looking for employment. She might be wiser to join the navy, when – if – a recruiting station was set up on Yangtze. But she might not have time. Leo had seen the projections. It was unlikely a recruiting station would be set up in less than a decade and by then Gayle would be in her thirties, too old to wish to start basic training. He felt a flicker of sympathy. He had brought his own fate on himself, as had too many of his crew. Gayle had been damned to a second-class life through an accident of birth.

“Her father’s reaction was a little odd, too,” Flower added. “He might have been constrained, but also … he might not have been displeased she asked you to the ball.”

“I can’t wait to get back into space,” Leo said. “Are all politics this … this …”

Words failed him. He’d watched debates in the Senate, listening to orators trying to sway Congress to vote for or against a particular law, but … he’d never really understood just how much else there was to politics. He supposed politicians needed to schmooze with their peers, even if it meant they'd wind up having more in common with their peers than the people who voted them into office. Daybreak was better at most at keeping its leaders aware of what was actually important, and the constant competition generally removed the incompetent before it was too late, but there were limits. He dreaded the day Captain Archibald – or someone like him – managed to get into high office. It would be disastrous.

“Yes.” Flower stood and brushed down her dress. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning. Make sure you get a good night’s sleep. You’ll need to be alert tomorrow.”

“Yes, mother,” Leo teased. Flower made a rude gesture. He couldn’t help smiling at how she managed to look elegant, despite swearing at him with one hand. “Good night.”

He undressed quickly, showered – shower water was rationed on Waterhen – and clambered into bed. His mind wandered as he closed his eyes, wondering if Gayle would try to sneak through the corridors to his bedroom for a night of lovemaking before dismissing the idea as absurd. He wasn’t sure why the Governor and the Deputy Governor – and his daughter – shared the same mansion, unless it had belonged to the Deputy before it had been put at the Governor’s disposal, but it hardly mattered. There would be almost no privacy, no matter how much they sneaked around. The staff would notice and react if they did. Maybe the mansion was like a historical drama, but the consequences would be all too real.

His eyes closed, but … the bed felt wrong. It was too comfortable, too spacious … he wondered, suddenly, if they’d assumed he’d bring a bedmate back to his chambers or if the bed only felt large compared to a naval officer’s bunk. Leo had barely gotten used to sleeping alone, rather than sharing bunkrooms with other cadets, and now … he shook his head, keeping his eyes closed as he mentally counted sheep. The room was disturbingly quiet … there was no background hum, no ebb and flow from the air circulators … he told himself, again and again, that he needed sleep …

But it still felt like hours before he finally drifted away.


Chapter Ten

“I trust you had a good breakfast,” Gayle said, as the aircar flew over landscape that was a mixture of farms, tiny villages, and endless forests that were a strange combination of earthly and alien trees, some reassuringly normal and others creepy enough to send a shiver of unease running down his spine. “The staff packed a picnic lunch, but we have to be careful where we set down.”

Leo nodded, slowly. “It was better than anything I had onboard ship,” he said. It had been far more than merely better; it had been fantastic. He’d expected bacon and eggs, but instead he’d been given nearly a dozen different types of food to sample, from sweet breads and fancy omelettes to something that involved fish, rice, and eggs. It made him feel oddly guilty, as well as out of place. He’d arranged for food to be shipped to Waterhen, but there was no way a naval cook could match the repast he’d been offered. “Was your father showing off?”

“The staff enjoy showing what they can do,” Gayle said. “They were chosen for their skill at cooking the best foods, then serving it in a manner that pleases the eyes as well as the palate.”

“I see,” Leo said. It struck him as a waste of effort, like painting go faster stripes on a starship’s hull, but he supposed it served a certain purpose. The breakfast had cleansed his mind, after a ball he hadn’t enjoyed and a restless night, and he was ready to get on with his task before returning to the ship. “Did you grow up in such a place?”

Gayle shrugged. “I spent my childhood on the estate,” she said. “It was a good life, but …”

Leo met her eyes. “You want more.”

“Yeah,” Gayle said. “Right now, I have nine men asking for my hand” – her lips quirked – “and the rest of me as well. The only reason I haven’t been married off yet is that father is playing games, manipulating my suitors to see what they’ll offer … he doesn’t want to give me away for nothing.”

Leo muttered a word under his breath. Gayle belonged to herself. The very idea that her father could treat her as property, let alone marry her off to some inbred dim-witted idiot … no Daybreaker woman would stand for it. Leo’s sisters would flatten him if he dared to suggest they married someone he chose, let alone force them into doing so… he wondered, suddenly, if he could arrange for Gayle to leave her homeworld and travel with him, perhaps give her a minor commission. It wasn’t impossible … no, it was. Gayle lacked even the slightest hint of a useful background, the kind of training that would let him make a big show of shanghaiing her …

He put the thought aside as the landscape grew wilder, the earthly trees struggling mightily to impose their will on the alien biosphere. It was odd to see the planet’s native life defending itself … normally, earthly plants and animals were so incredibly aggressive, compared to their native enemies, that they took over very rapidly, exterminating the local wildlife unless it managed to find a niche for itself. It made him wonder if, given time, Yangtze would develop an intelligent race of its own, although that was extremely unlikely. Humanity had been exploring space for hundreds of years and it had never encountered even a single trace of any other intelligent race, not even long-dead ruins. It was generally believed humanity was alone in the universe, although the human race had only explored a tiny fraction of the galaxy. There could be anything lurking on the other side of the universe, just waiting for them.

“There,” Gayle said. “That’s the beacon.”

Leo followed her finger. There was a small cabin halfway up the mountainside, surrounded by a handful of moving white dots … sheep, he realised dully. The local farmers had released vast numbers during the early settlement period, intending to let them breed and then round them up. It hadn’t worked out as well as they’d hoped, according to the files. The planet’s native wildlife had made it harder for the wild sheep to spread. In places, it had even fought back.

“Take us down,” he said. “Please.”

He felt his heart start to pound as the aircar flew closer, finally settling down next to the log cabin. It was astonishingly primitive and yet it managed to be more homely than Government House. Leo was no expert, but he figured that it was quite possible one man could have built and maintained the structure, intending to let it rot into nothingness after his death. Up close, the logs were smaller than he’d thought, woven together into a structure that was surprisingly strong. Leo suspected they’d be able to stand up to wind and rain, at least for a while. There was no shortage of raw material in the forests around them to replace anything damaged in the storm.

The door opened as they clambered out, revealing a broad-shouldered man with a rifle slung over one shoulder and an axe at his belt. Leo tried not to gape. He’d met dozens of trained marines before, but this one looked both more muscular and more unkempt than the others. He was not a man to whom personal grooming was very important, Leo decided, although – to be fair – there was no reason for him to expect visitors. There was no communications gear in the hut, Leo had been told. He was surprised the man had even chosen to install a navigational beacon.

“Good morning,” the man said. His voice was rough, but the Daybreak accent was unmistakable. “What can I do for you?”

Leo heard the unspoken question and leaned forward. “I am Lieutenant Commander Leo Morningstar, current commanding officer of RSS Waterhen,” he said. A retired Marine wouldn’t be impressed by a provisional title. “Are you Sergeant-Major Boothroyd?”

Boothroyd cocked his head. “If you know my name, you know who I am.”

“Yes,” Leo said. He mentally ran through a hundred possible approaches, then decided to be direct. “My ship needs some Marines. Can I recruit you?”

Boothroyd made an odd noise. It took Leo a moment to realise it was a laugh. “That’s original, I’ll grant,” he said. “How did a young man like you wind up as commander of an entire starship?”

“It’s a long story,” Leo said. “Suffice it to say my CO decided he wanted to remain behind.”

“Really,” Boothroyd said. “And you have no Marines?”

“None,” Leo said. “We don’t even have anyone with the skillset we need.”

“No,” Boothroyd agreed, as he beckoned them into the hut. “You wouldn’t be trying to recruit me if there was any other choice.”

Leo narrowed his eyes as they stepped inside. “Your service record is long and honourable,” he said, tightly. “You had twenty years in the Marine Corps, with not a single black mark.”

“And I have been on this world for five years, after retirement,” Boothroyd said. “My knowledge is out of date. My skills likewise.”

Leo looked around. The hut was crude, but charming. A small fire burned merrily in the fireplace, the windows carefully emplaced to allow the maximum possible light to stream into the hut. A small collection of weapons hung from the wall, above a simple wooden bed. If Boothroyd had done it all himself, with the possible exception of the glass, his skills had clearly not been allowed to fade away.

“My ship is out of date,” he said, bluntly. Waterhen had been outdated before Boothroyd had joined the Marine Corps. “I don’t pretend it will be easy, sir, but it has to be done.”

“Does it?” Boothroyd said nothing for a long moment, then motioned for them to sit down as he puttered around the makeshift kitchen. “I have a challenge for you.”

He returned, carrying two mugs of a foamy white liquid. “Milk,” he said, by way of explanation. He passed them the mugs, then sat facing them. “Convince me.”

Leo took a sip. The milk tasted richer than any he’d had before, as a child and a naval officer. It was odd to think of a battle-hardened Marine drinking milk … he suppressed the flicker of amusement quickly, before it could show on his face. He suspected Boothroyd had seen it anyway, despite his best efforts. The man’s record included several years as a platoon sergeant, where he would have had the task of convincing a green lieutenant – or two, or three - to listen to him before the ignorant young fool led his men into a killing ground and got them all killed. It wasn’t a pleasant thought. To a man like Boothroyd, Leo was a stupid greenie lieutenant too.

He looked up. “Right now, we are the only ship assigned to the sector … the only Daybreak ship, I should say. We need to make an impact on the pirates, and we can only do that through having the ability to take their ships intact and interrogate their crews. To do that, I need men who can board enemy ships and take them … I need Marines.”

“True,” Boothroyd agreed, mildly.

Leo wished he knew the man a little better. Or at all. It would be easier to determine which arguments might appeal to him, and which would be worse than useless.

“You would be responsible for putting the unit together,” he continued. “You’d be recruiting possible candidates, training them, and leading them into battle. You would have a chance to put your mark on the unit, whatever happened to it, and a chance to return to the Corps on your own terms. You would have a chance to help exterminate the pirates in this sector – you know what they do to their victims – and secure the sector as it is slowly incorporated into the empire.”

Boothroyd sipped his milk. “And you think that would appeal to me?”

“I read your record,” Leo said. He threw out his final hope, all too aware it might not be enough to get the older man to agree. “Twenty years in the Corps, most spent where the fire was hottest. I think you’re bored here, Sergeant, and you would kill for a chance to see action again.”

“Really?” Boothroyd sounded amused. “And why do you think I’m bored?”

“You built this hut,” Leo said, waving a hand at the walls. “It’s done. You have some waterworks and crops outside” – a guess, but he was fairly confident about it – “and you’re supporting yourself … what else? You got all the genemods they give successful recruits, when they are formally inducted into the Corps, and that means you can look forward to at least sixty years on the mountainside, sixty years of carving wood and feeding yourself and little else. Do you even see other humans, or are we the first you’ve seen for years?”

“There’s a small town a couple of days walk away,” Boothroyd said. “I can go there whenever I feel the need for some company, and the few things I can’t make for myself.”

“Yes,” Leo agreed. “But does it scratch the itch for action?”

He met the older man’s eyes. “Tell me now, if you want us to leave, and we will,” he said. “I’m not going to conscript anyone who doesn’t want to be conscripted. Say the word and we’re gone.”

“Stay here and be bored, or come with you and get my ass shot at, again,” Boothroyd said, wryly. His smile made him look younger. “Two conditions, young man.”

He went on before Leo could say a word. “I raise and train the unit how I see fit, and you don’t interfere,” he said. “And second, you listen to me when I offer advice. The last officer I had to deal with didn’t listen, and that was part of the reason I didn’t re-up when I was offered the chance.”

Leo looked back at him. “I will listen,” he said. “I make no promises about taking your advice.”

“Wise,” Boothroyd said. “Give me a day, then send a shuttle to pick me up. I’ll pack up what I want to take and leave the rest to whoever wants to take it.”

Gayle gasped. “It’s your home!”

“It’s just a hut,” Boothroyd said. “Don’t get too attached to anything, young lady. Maybe it looks good for you, or it offers lots of benefits, but it’ll still tie you down.”

He shrugged. “And besides, these are the mountains. The few of us up here help each other, when we need it. They can have the hut, if they want, and what else I leave behind. It won’t be wasted.”

“Thank you,” Leo said. “I look forward to welcoming you onboard.”

Boothroyd nodded, then walked them back outside and waved as the aircar took off and headed south. Leo allowed himself a moment of relief as they flew, although he knew it was only the beginning. It wouldn’t be easy for Boothroyd to find prospective candidates, then train them … not when they couldn’t hope to match the training facilities available on Daybreak. He wondered, idly, if they’d get into trouble for even trying. Flower had streamlined the political case as much as possible, and he had a great deal of authority for the duration of the deployment, but …

Gayle took control of the aircar and altered course. “I’d like to show you something,” she said, quietly. “If you don’t have to be home in a hurry.”

“I need to be back tonight,” Leo said. Lieutenant Halloran needed to go on shore leave, while Leo had to supervise the transfer of materiel from the convoy to the naval station. The odds were good some would vanish along the way if they weren’t carefully watched. It wasn’t unknown for pirates to bribe or threaten supply officers to redirect naval supplies to their ships. “We do have some time.”
 

“It will suffice,” Gayle said. She steered them towards a field, on the edge of a vast estate, and landed neatly near a forest. “I grew up here.”

Leo clambered out and looked around. The air was fresh, heavy with the scent of nature … a far cry from the apartment block that had been his first home. Daybreak was hardly as overdeveloped or polluted as Earth had been, centuries ago, but lower-class lads like himself rarely got to visit the countryside. He hadn’t seen much of it until he’d joined the navy and discovered a wider world, just waiting to be explored. Something rustled in the undergrowth and he started, but Gayle ignored it. She was too busy getting a rug out of the aircar and laying it on the grass.

“Very few people come up here,” Gayle said. “In summer, the hunters charge through the woods and fields in search of wild foxes, or go shooting for pheasants, but right now they’re leaving the region fallow.”

Leo took the flask she offered him and sat on the rug. “And no one knows we’re here?”

“The staff down there” – Gayle waved a hand – “won’t bother to investigate, as long as we don’t leave a mess behind. Even if they did, they’d leave us alone once they realise who we are. I used to hike up here and …”

She sat beside him and opened the picnic basket. “It was a good childhood,” she added, after a moment. There was a wistfulness in her tone that suggested she didn’t exactly believe herself. “But it came with a price.”

“I don’t know if I should envy you, or feel sorry for you,” Leo admitted. He would have loved to grow up on such a wild estate, with miles upon miles of forest to explore … he’d spotted a lake, when they’d been descending, and he was sure he’d love to swim in it too, or go fishing, or any of the hundreds of other activities that had been denied to him as a kid. “Is it worth it?”

Gayle shrugged and passed him a drumstick. “I don’t know,” she said. “I guess we’ll see.”

They ate, chatting about nothing in particular as they shared food and drink. Leo found himself enjoying her company, even though it was increasingly clear she came from a very different society. She was … strange, in many ways, and he was certain she felt the same about him. And yet, there was a part of him that enjoyed the chat. She was intelligent as well as beautiful and he wished, despite himself, that he could do something for her. Perhaps if he gave the matter some thought …

“Do you have anyone back home?” Gayle’s voice was suddenly serious. “A special someone?”

Leo shook his head, wondering what had happened to Fleur. Her husband couldn’t beat her for adultery – Daybreak was a civilised world – let alone kill her, but it was unlikely her marriage would survive. It would be a very messy divorce, if it became public. Perhaps they’d just agree to a quiet split, then Fleur could retire to the countryside and her husband take a command somewhere on the other side of the known universe. It wouldn’t be the first time a divorce had been hidden behind routine naval redeployments, if rumour was to be believed …

And Gayle was suddenly very close.

Leo felt her lips press against his, lightly and yet firmly. A shiver ran down his spine, his manhood hardening as his body remembered just how long it had been since he’d lain with a woman. His affair had ended badly and there had been no one else … he kissed her back, pulling her closer gently … gently enough that she could pull back if she wished. She leaned closer instead, her arms wrapping around him, her breasts pressing into his chest …

And suddenly, there was no room for anything, but her.


Chapter Eleven

“I see you had a good time,” Flower teased.

Leo blushed, helplessly. It had been a good time, long hours of making love and quietly chatting about the future … he wasn’t sure if Gayle understood what it would be like, if she moved to Daybreak, but he had to admit she was sharp enough to recover from any early missteps and go on to build a whole new life for herself. They’d had to be a little discreet as they returned to Government House – it wasn’t the first time Leo had sneaked away from a tryst – yet … he’d boarded the shuttle and returned to Waterhen in a very good mood indeed. He was mildly surprised Flower had returned too.

“Yes, we did,” he said, finally. He keyed a terminal, sending a command for a shuttle to pick Boothroyd up, after the older man got his affairs in order. “And we have a new Marine CO in our ranks.”

“As long as we have some Marines too,” Flower said, more seriously. “One man, no matter how capable or confident, won’t be enough.”

Leo nodded, stepping through the hatch onto the bridge. “I have the bridge,” he said, to Lieutenant Halloran. “Go get some shore leave, before it is too late.”

“You have the bridge,” Lieutenant Halloran confirmed. “I’ll see you later this evening.”

“Good.” Leo took the command chair and studied the nearspace display for a long moment. The original convoy remained in orbit, save for a couple of ships that were heading onwards, but a new convey was slowly taking shape around Waterhen. “Did you pick up anything interesting down there?”

Flower made a show of considering her answer, although Leo was sure she already knew what she wanted to say. “The public view appears to be a little mixed,” she said. “Some appear to be quietly in favour of annexation, others are rather less so. The local media seems to be holding a neutral position, but looking at the overall picture I’d say the media is generally opposed to annexation and indeed the empire itself. It doesn’t quite cross the line into open sedition, but it does focus on the disadvantages of being part of a much larger association and raises the spectre of economic damage and exploitation.”

She paused. “There’s also a very strong narrative that asserts the sector was well on the way to solving its own problems, with economic and military links between a number of worlds, before Daybreak arrived to take control and put a stop to independent self-help projects. The rise in piracy is blamed on us, as are a number of other problems. Again, it doesn’t quite cross the line by coming out and saying it outright, but I suspect it is having an impact on public opinion.”

Leo frowned. “How big?”

“It’s hard to say,” Flower said. “It could be minimal, or it could be a great deal more effective. I will say the locals appear to distrust their media, for various reasons, but …”

She shrugged. Leo understood. Daybreak’s media was generally considered trustworthy, not least because of strict laws prohibiting slander and a healthy tradition of independent journalism holding the bigger media corporations to account for their failures, but he knew that wasn’t true elsewhere. Half the problems that had led to the First Interstellar War had been fuelled by interstellar media institutions lying to their followers, either through malice or simple ignorance, and by the time the fighting had started hardly anyone believed anything the media said unquestionably. It wasn’t a new problem – the psychosis that had gripped Earth, in the early years of humanity’s expansion into interstellar space, had been fuelled by an untrustworthy media – but it was disconcerting to see it here. Or anywhere. Who knew how much trouble the media could make for him, if all hell broke loose?

He leaned forward. “How do you think it’ll play out?”

“Things will be rough for the next few years, before the benefits of annexation come into play,” Flower said. “I imagine the great losers will do everything in their power to slow down the process, trying to block economic expansion or off-world investment … it has never worked before, and it won’t work here, but they’ll try. They’ll have no choice.”

“We’ll just have to see how things go,” Leo said. “Did you pick up on anything more concrete?”

“No.” Flower shook her head. “Nothing actionable, just a great deal of grumbling.”

Leo nodded, slowly. He’d studied the early expansion period, when Daybreak had started the great task of uniting the human race under one banner. There had been star systems – sometimes even multi-star systems – that hadn’t wanted to surrender their independence, even with the promise of local autonomy and access to the ever-growing interstellar economy. Their rulers had been big fish in tiny ponds and they’d been horrified at the mere suggestion there were bigger ponds out there, let alone that they should bend the knee. Some had been smart enough to take full advantage of the opportunities that came with reunification, but others had tried to fight – and been squashed – or had attempted to isolate themselves from the galactic mainstream. It never worked. Their populations saw their neighbours becoming richer and safer and grew discontented, eventually undermining their rulers and overthrowing them. It had happened before, a thousand times or more, and it would happen again.

You can’t make an omelette without breaking a few eggs, he thought, recalling what one of his tutors had said. And you can’t unite the galaxy without cracking a few heads.

He rubbed his forehead. He had to be more tired than he’d thought, if that was funny. It wasn’t, not really. Birth was always painful, but there was no need to make it any worse than strictly necessary … he gritted his teeth, recalling some of the case studies he’d seen only a couple of years ago. Planets ruled by religious fundamentalists, keeping their populations trapped in ignorance, hadn’t coped well when they’d been incorporated into the empire. It was astonishing how little religious dictates against modern medical treatment mattered, when serious injuries – by local standards – could be healed effortlessly and childbirth made much less painful. Daybreak wanted hegemony, demanded it, but it also made lives better right across the explored and settled universe.

“We’ll be leaving tomorrow,” he said, checking the updates. The interstellar schedules were even worse than he’d feared. A number of ships had requested permission to join the convoy, but it looked as if they wouldn’t be ready to depart on time. Leo knew he couldn’t afford to wait. The sooner he started showing the flag, the better. “You see what else you can gather, before we leave.”

He yawned. “And I really need some sleep.”

“Good idea,” Flower said, dryly. “Tell me something … why did Gayle set her cap at you?”

It took Leo a moment to understand what she meant. “Perhaps she found me attractive,” he said. “I can dream, can’t I?”

Flower snorted. “Not on the bridge of a starship, you can’t.”

Leo had to smile. A duty officer who fell asleep when he should be on watch would be lucky if the CO didn’t strangle him with his own two hands, or – more likely – didn’t get busted all the way down to midshipman and get flogged into the bargain. It was rare for any sort of corporal punishment to be used, but there were cases of officers being thrashed for falling asleep on duty. Leo had been told it was a good sign. If the CO thought the young idiot was irredeemable, he wouldn’t bother.

“I don’t know,” he said, slowly. It hadn’t really occurred to him. Back home, a young woman could have a one-night stand with a young man, or another woman, and it was no one’s business but hers. Here … it was odd. Gayle had made sure to take them well away from watching eyes, but if someone noticed they’d returned late … “She didn’t ask me for anything.”

“Be careful,” Flower said. “She could be using you to get back at her father. Or to get an immigrant card. Or …”

Leo shook his head. “She’d have to marry me for that.”

“Yeah,” Flower agreed. “Be careful.”

She turned and left the bridge, the hatch closing behind her. Leo frowned, torn between irritation and concern. Gayle was hardly his first sexual conquest … except it had been Gayle who had made the first move, something quite common on Daybreak and – he suspected – very rare on Yangtze. He thought hard for a moment, recalling the lectures they’d been given by their tutors. An outraged father who beat a naval officer to death for defiling his daughter would be punished, sure, but it would be no comfort to the dead man. And if the Deputy Governor bitched to the Governor …

Perhaps it would be better not to go down to the surface again, Leo thought, reluctantly. Gayle had been much less experienced than Fleur – that had been clear from the start – but she was a quick study. And she had a certain innocence that charmed him. And … he was alarmed to realise that his manhood had hardened, that he was already thinking about going back down again even though he knew it was a bad idea. There’s too much else to do.

He gritted his teeth, then forced himself to dive into reports filed by his crew and the convoy officers. The collection of spare parts they’d brought along had been transferred to the orbiting naval station – a title the orbital structure didn’t deserve – and placed in storage until they were needed. Leo glanced at an addendum to the report and silently congratulated himself on his own foresight, noticing how little had been stockpiled to support naval operations before their arrival. It wasn’t uncommon for outposts hundreds of light years from Daybreak to run short of supplies, but the duty officers should have damn well put in a request for more if they were running low. He made a mental note to file an official complaint. The duty officers might be part-timers, and technically they were on the planetary payroll rather than the navy’s, but that was no excuse. It wasn’t as if requesting more supplies would have taken years of dedicated effort. An hour or two would have sufficed.

Abigail relieved him, two hours later. Leo was mildly surprised she hadn’t gone down to the planet – it was possible she’d never have a second chance, given their schedule – but he merely nodded and passed the bridge to her, before heading to his cabin to catch some sleep and a shower before Sergeant-Major Boothroyd arrived. Leo had a feeling he’d need to be alert when the new recruits arrived, if only because they wouldn’t be impressed by a too-young officer with very little real experience. It wasn’t easy to get to sleep, despite his tiredness. It was all too easy to lose himself in his imagination instead.

You’re being silly, he told himself, as he drifted off to sleep. She probably wants nothing more than to rebel against her father.

The thought nagged at him as the alarm went off, waking him from a fitful sleep. He rolled out of his bunk, checked the terminal automatically – he’d been taught to check the alarm was just a wake-up call, rather than a shipboard emergency – and hurried to the washroom, then dressed and made his way down to the lower shuttle hatch. Sergeant-Major Boothroyd was already there, wearing an outdated shipsuit that was covered in patches from a dozen different units and campaigns. Leo tried not to feel awed. It was strictly forbidden to wear military patches, unless you’d earned them. He had known Boothroyd had had a long and distinguished career, but …

“Captain,” Boothroyd said. “I rounded up seven recruits.”

A dull thump echoed through the hull as the shuttle docked. Leo braced himself, hoping the recruits weren’t that far out of practice. The Marine Corps ensured that everyone who passed through the training centre spoke the same language, and understood the same military slang, but there weren’t many retired Marines on Yangtze. Boothroyd had had to cast his net very wide indeed, Leo suspected. The odds were good he’d picked up a couple of men who’d failed the training course. Normally, there was no way in hell they’d be allowed anywhere near a shipboard posting, but Leo was desperately short of manpower. And if it turned out they weren’t trustworthy …

They’re going to have some trouble deciding what to put on the charge sheet, when they court-martial me, Leo thought. A starship commander had wide authority when his ship was underway, all alone in the inky vastness of interstellar space, but a hostile prosecutor could make a case Leo had vastly overstepped his authority. It would certainly be a very interesting legal case. Leo wanted to go down in naval history, but not like that. They might just settle for a dishonourable discharge and send me out to the Rim.

He looked up as the seven men – no, six men and one woman – stepped through the hatch and into the ship. They looked a rough lot, their faces scarred in a manner that bore mute testament to the limited local medical care. Their eyes lingered on him for a long moment, noting the combination of insignia and youth that many older and more experienced officers and men wouldn’t be able to help finding offensive. Leo tried not to feel intimidated. He had done well in his martial arts classes, but the men in front of him had far more experience than him. They’d know how to best him, if push came to shove.

“Welcome onboard,” he said, trying to project an air of confidence he didn’t feel. There had been no time to review their files, no time to do much of anything beyond trusting Boothroyd’s judgement. “I’m Captain Morningstar. My mission is to hunt down pirates and smugglers, and generally make this sector a great deal safer for everyone. This is Sergeant-Major Boothroyd, who will be your direct commanding officer.”

Boothroyd stepped forward. “You know me,” he said, “or at least you will have accessed my public service record. You were approached because you have some training, or experience, in shipboard operations, from providing internal security to boarding enemy ships and taking control. Ideally, this ship would carry a couple of platoons of fully-trained jarheads and none of you would be needed” – Leo winced, even though the newcomers showed no signs of taking offense – “but unfortunately, we have to make do with you. The good news is that you will be paid shipboard rates and carry shipboard ranks; the bad news is that we’re going to be working our asses off, training for war. If any of you have a problem with that” – he bared his teeth in a humourless smile – “sucks to be you.”

Leo winced, again, as Boothroyd led the new recruits into Marine Country. The title was little more than a formality – Waterhen was too small for a section to be turned completely over to the Marines – but it would help keep a barrier between the new recruits and the rest of the crew, at least until the newcomers had settled in and gone through enough training to be sure they shared the same basic understanding of how the universe worked. There were horror stories about press-ganged crews, few ending well for anyone involved. They might be spacers, with genuine experience of living and working in outer space, but that didn’t mean they could become fleet marines at the drop of a hat. His earlier thoughts returned to haunt him. If the whole experiment ended badly, he’d be very lucky to escape a court-martial.

“I read their records,” Flower said, when he returned to the bridge. “They’re rough and ready, but … they should suffice.”

“I hope so,” Leo said. Eight Marines … no, they weren’t Marines. They’d be shipboard troops at best … there was going to be friction, quite a lot of friction, if any real Marines showed up. If they did … Leo shook his head. They were a long way from Daybreak. It was unlikely they’d get any Marines, unless all hell broke loose. And by then it would be too late to salvage the situation. “We’re very short of other options.”

He made a point of reading their service records as Waterhen prepared for departure, taking on new supplies – and better food – as the remainder of the convoy assembled around them. The merchantmen were complaining loudly about being ordered to report well ahead of the planned departure date – Leo had made it clear he wouldn’t be waiting for any latecomers – but it would make it easier to sort out any problems before they left. The remainder of the crew reported in, and the Governor forwarded a message for their next destination … nothing from Gayle. Leo didn’t know if he should be disappointed or relieved. It wasn’t as if he was doing anything wrong, but he doubted her father would see it that way.

“Captain,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “The last of the freighters has reported in. They’re ready to depart.”

Leo nodded, and checked his console. Waterhen was as ready as she’d ever be. “Helm, take us out as planned,” he ordered. “Tactical, signal the other ships to follow us and prepare to jump on my command.”

“Aye, sir.”

“And obscure our position a little,” Leo added, as the convoy slowly flowed out of orbit. He didn’t think it would work – the odds were good there was at least one corrupt official on Yangtze feeding convoy schedules to pirate ships – but it was worth a try. Convoys could become scattered – the formation they’d adopted was hardly worthy of the name – and it wasn’t unknown for a warship to lose touch with the merchantmen she was meant to be escorting. “Let’s see what comes calling.”

“Aye, sir.”


Chapter Twelve

The problem with travelling so far from explored space, Leo noted over the next few days, was that their charts were badly outdated, where they existed at all. It would have been easy to jump several light-years in a single bound, closer to home, but here it was difficult to plot such a jump without risking being blown far off course or simply materialising in the heart of a star, something that would kill them so quickly they’d be dead before they knew what’d hit them. It irked him to be crawling along, at least compared to travel closer to the core worlds, but he knew better than to take risks with the civilian ships. Their captains were already chafing under his command, muttering darkly – or so Flower had told him – about naval officers who were too big for their britches. Leo didn’t blame them – they risked losing bonuses, perhaps even payment, if they didn’t reach their destination in time – but he supposed they could blame it all on him. He didn’t have anyone he could blame. A CO stood alone.

He watched the bridge, paced the decks, and buried himself in paperwork – when he wasn’t sleeping – as the convoy crawled onwards, jumping through coordinates that were supposed to be randomised and yet were disturbingly predictable. Each jump raised the spectre of losing a ship or two – he’d already delayed a set of jumps to wait for a missing vessel to catch up – or a merchantman deciding to jump ahead, leaving the rest of the convoy behind. It was technically illegal, and Leo had authority to deal with convoy-jumpers in a manner that would ensure they’d never see command again, but it would be tricky to prove the merchantman had jumped the gun. The CO might insist he’d lost touch with the rest of the convoy … hell, he might be right. The researchers kept promising a jump drive that worked with pinpoint accuracy, but Leo would believe it when he saw it. If it ever happened …

“Captain,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “We may have something.”

Leo looked up. The latest jump point was on the edge of a dull red star, a nameless system considered largely useless … although there were a handful of asteroids and comets that could support a hidden colony, if some of the survivalists from the First Interstellar War had made it out so far. The system had never been properly surveyed, according to the reports. The last mission – a simple fly-through, a decade ago – had been perfunctory. Leo hadn’t had to read between the lines – much – to realise the survey crew hadn’t spent more than the bare minimum of time in the system, hardly long enough to check the asteroids for hidden colonies or pirate bases. In hindsight, perhaps he would be wise to arrange a survey mission himself.

He leaned forward. “What do you have?”

“Possible drive signatures, approaching from the inner system,” Lieutenant Halloran said. A fuzzy icon appeared on the display. “They’re masked, if they’re real. It’s hard to be sure without an active scan.”

Leo felt his heart beat faster. “Red alert,” he ordered, curtly. The signatures might be nothing more than random energy fluctuations, but they were far too close for his peace of mind. And they were on an intercept course. “How many vessels?”

“Unsure,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “The tactical programs suggest it might be as many as five.”

“Five,” Leo repeated. It was rare for pirate vessels to hunt in packs. If they caught a merchantman, they’d have to share the proceeds; if they found a warship, they’d do everything they could to avoid engagement.  “Time to engagement range?”

“Seventeen minutes, assuming they’re not armed with anything new,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “Your orders?”

Leo cursed under his breath. Waterhen had already recycled her drive – she could jump away in the blink of an eye, daring the unknowns to plunge after her – but the merchantmen hadn’t all completed the recycling procedure yet. There was no way he could abandon the convoy and no way he could risk sending the modern vessels on ahead, no matter how many precautions they took to ensure their jump coordinates were randomised. If the enemy ships got a good read on their jump signatures … if there were enemy ships. It was possible that Tactical’s assessment was wrong … he shook his head. The odds of the contact being nothing more than a random fluctuation were just too low.  There was at least one enemy ship out there and possibly more.

“Hold position, for the moment,” he said. He thought hard for a long moment. Did the enemy know which ship was the warship? He dared not assume they didn’t know there was a warship with the convoy. Sure, Leo could have messed up badly and lost touch with every last ship in the fleet, but any pirate captain worthy of the name wouldn’t assume anything of the sort. “Helm, inch us over so we’re between the merchantmen and the enemy contacts.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo leaned forward. Waterhen wasn’t broadcasting her IFF. She wouldn’t be that easy to separate from the smaller merchant vessels, certainly not the freighters that had started life as military ships and later been stripped down and converted into transport vessels. It was a shame he didn’t have any modern ECM drones – he could have spoofed the enemy sensors, convinced them he’d abandoned the convoy or was simply too far away to keep the pirates from snatching a ship or two. It was an old trick. Link the hulls together, trigger the jump drive, carry both ships to a random – and safe – coordinate and then loot the captured vessel at leisure. It was almost a shame the enemy couldn’t get close enough to snatch a ship without realising they were trying to pick on a warship, rather than a helpless merchantman. That would have been hilarious.

And also too risky to attempt outside a movie script, Leo thought. He’d seen some crazy ideas tried in the simulators – and some had worked – but the instructors had always cracked down hard on anyone who tried to be too clever. We’ll have to try something a little more conventional.

“Captain,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “We have a clearer image now. Analysis suggests we’re dealing with two, perhaps three, enemy vessels.”

“That’s a relief,” Leo said, dryly. It was difficult, almost impossible, to predict just what weapons might have been crammed into a pirate hull. He’d been assured it was rare for pirates to deploy anything larger than a destroyer, but quite a few warships had gone missing over the years and it was possible one or more had fallen into pirate hands. Or become pirates themselves. Not every independent space navy was happy at being turned into a local defence force and some had gone rogue, rather than submit. “Do we have any upper numbers on their hulls?”

“Not yet, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said.

Sweat prickled down Leo’s back. His first engagement … the first time he’d fire his ship’s weapons in anger. He’d known it would happen, but he’d always assumed he’d rotate through the helm, tactical and operations consoles – and departments – before he got his shot at an XO slot, let alone a captaincy. Now … he sucked in his breath. There were thirty men and women under his command on Waterhen alone, and several hundred scattered over the convoy. His eyes lingered on the timer, counting down the seconds to the moment all drives would be recycled and the convoy could jump. Each second felt like an hour.

“Squadron orders,” he said, quietly. “If the engagement goes badly, the convoy is to scatter and proceed independently to its destination.”

“Aye, sir.”

The display sharpened as the enemy ships grew closer, revealing two destroyer-sized vessels advancing towards him. The third seemed to be holding back, watching events from a safe distance. Leo keyed his console, running a handful of tactical simulations. They could disable or destroy the first two ships, assuming they had the advantage of surprise, but hitting the third would be a problem. Leo was in two minds about even trying. The universe would be a better place if a few dozen pirates were blown to atoms – it would save the navy the trouble of executing them – but allowing one ship to flee, to carry news of the disaster to the rest of the pirate community, might serve a greater purpose. Might.

Be careful, he told himself. You haven’t taken out the first two ships yet.

“Helm, plot a microjump that’ll put us close to the third vessel,” Leo ordered. “If we have the chance, we’ll attempt to close the range sharply.”

Abigail’s voice shook. “Yes, sir.”

Leo nodded, understanding her feelings all too well. The stunt might misfire – they could easily materialise a few million kilometres from the enemy ship – or end in total disaster if they accidentally interpenetrated, wiping out both ships. The odds were massively against it, yet … it only had to happen once. He kept an eye on her as she plotted the microjump, working out the details. There were fewer gravity wells and eddies that might distort the FTL flux, but that didn’t make it any easier. They could easily arrive close enough to see the enemy ship and yet too far away to keep her from running …

“Captain,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “I’m picking up a wide-angle radio signal.”

“Put it through,” Leo ordered.

“… Under the guns of a warship,” a cold voice said. Leo didn’t recognise the accent. “Stand down your drives and prepare to be boarded. Resistance will result in the destruction of your vessels and the slaughter of your crews.”

Leo gritted his teeth. There was nothing to be gained – everyone knew – by surrendering to pirate scum. The best any captive could hope for was being ransomed, which was technically illegal, and even that would only come after weeks of torture, rape, and every other torment known to mankind. Pirates knew they were outlaws – even autonomous or independent worlds shunned them and fired on their ships without warning – and they had nothing to lose by treating their captives like shit. Insurgents and freedom fighters tended to be a great deal more civilised. And yet, too many merchantmen surrendered …

“Tactical, lock phasers,” Leo ordered. They'd only get one shot, but they could make it count. “Helm, prepare to bring up the drive and go evasive.”

“Aye, Captain,” Abigail said. “I …”

The display washed red. Alarms howled. Leo cursed. The enemy had run an active sensor scan, a clear sign of hostile intent and yet – also – their last chance to realise they were facing a warship and run. Leo wouldn’t blame them for activating their drives and making a random jump, once they saw Waterhen. The best they could hope for was killing his ship, at the cost of heavy damage to their ships. A mutual kill was far more likely.

“Lieutenant Halloran, fire phasers,” Leo snapped. There was no longer any doubt about who or what they were facing. A legit warship from a system beyond the Rim would try to open communications, rather than risk coming so close without revealing itself. “Helm, evasive action!”

The display sharpened as the active sensors came online, sweeping away the masking field and revealing the enemy ships in all their glory. Destroyers … Leo blinked in surprise as he realised they were actually older than Waterhen, a design that dated all the way back to the First Interstellar War. He reminded himself not to assume they hadn’t been refitted a time or two since then, as technology advanced. A modern private military contractor ship, vessels that had strict limits on their capabilities, would have no trouble wiping the floor with the enemy ships, if they hadn’t been refitted at all.

Lieutenant Halloran kept his eyes on his console. “Direct hit on Target One’s drive structure,” he snapped. “Target Two … direct hit on her inner power core …”

He broke off as Target Two vanished from the display, her icon replaced by an expanding shell of debris and plasma. Leo felt a surge of sudden exultation, even though he knew it would be far more effective – in the long run – to take the pirate crews alive for interrogation prior to execution. Target Two had either skimped on basic maintenance, triggering a chain reaction that had blown the ship to hell, or the phasers had cut through her armoury and detonated her missile stockpiles. Either way … she was dead. Target One was rolling to open fire, spitting missiles and plasma bolts towards Waterhen with a desperation born of fear. Her CO didn’t know there was no risk of a second phaser barrage. Waterhen needed time to recharge her batteries.

“Target her guns and take them out,” Leo ordered. Lieutenant Halloran opened fire, plasma guns splattering their charges against the enemy hull. “Sergeant Boothroyd, you are cleared to launch. Good luck.”

“Shuttle away, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran reported. “They should have a clear flight.”

Leo didn’t hesitate. “Helm, bring up the microjump coordinates and jump!”

“Aye, sir,” Abigail said. She sounded nervous as she keyed her console. A tiny mistake could put them millions of miles from their target. “Jump in three … two … one …”

The universe darkened. Leo braced himself as the display blanked and then cleared again. The enemy ship was in front of them, strikingly close by most standards and yet too far for Waterhen to blast her at point-blank range. Leo told himself to be grateful – there had been a very real risk they’d be the ones getting blasted instead – and then snapped orders, telling Lieutenant Halloran to launch a full spread of missiles. Waterhen didn’t carry modern missiles, with modern penetration aids, but against outdated pirate ships her missiles should be enough. The enemy ship had been caught by surprise, her retaliatory fire wildly off target – Leo had no idea what they thought they were shooting at - as the missiles flashed closer to her hull. They weren’t even trying to use their point defence …

Lieutenant Halloran swore, as the icon on the display vanished. “Sir, she jumped out.”

Leo muttered a curse under his breath. The pirate captain should have kept his jump drive stepped down, as the tiny force tried sneaking up on the convoy, but he’d clearly started cycling up for the jump the moment everything had gone to hell. Someone had refitted the outdated ship with a modern FTL drive, he guessed, or at least something reasonably close to it. There might not have been anything like enough time to plot a set of jump coordinates, but when the only other choice was being blown to hell …

He leaned forward. “Can you get a lock on her destination?”

“No, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “Our sensor readings were imprecise. Our projections suggest they could be anywhere within several cubic light-months. I can’t narrow her arrival point down any further than that. We just didn’t get enough hard data.”

“Drat,” Leo said, mildly. The enemy ship was tiny on such a scale. The odds of finding her, even if they gave chase at once, were too low. She’d have all the time she needed to recycle her drives and jump again. “Helm, take us back to Target One. Tactical, raise the boarding party.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo forced himself to wait as the destroyer picked up speed, heading back to the convoy. There was no way to know what was happening on the enemy vessel, no way to be sure the Sergeant-Major was winning or if the enemy CO was plotting to blow up his own ship, in hopes of taking the boarding party with him. The bastard knew he wasn’t going to get out alive, not really. It was rare for pirates to be offered a life sentence, let alone anything more forgiving. Their crimes were just too bad to be rewarded with anything less than death.

“Signal from the boarding party, Captain,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “The enemy crew has been suppressed, and the vessel is in their hands.”

“Good.” Leo tried to hide his relief. He hadn’t doubted their victory, not after watching the sergeant training the new recruits, but he’d known the operation could have gone spectacularly wrong. “Signal the convoy. Inform them that we will be underway shortly, once we have assessed the captured ship. I’ll be going over personally.”

Lieutenant Halloran looked up. “Sir, I …”

Leo understood. The Captain was not meant to put his life in danger. He was meant to stay on his ship, where he was safe, and let his XO take command of the boarding party and prize crew … if there was any point in assigning one. Leo knew he should remain behind, and yet he felt an urge to inspect the remnants of the enemy ship and look her crew in the eye before passing judgement. Normally, he’d have been assigned to the boarding party well before being promoted. It felt wrong to skip such an important step.

“You will remain in command here,” Leo said. The boarding party was in control of the enemy vessel. They would have already disabled the self-destruct, if there was one, and isolated the crew from anything they could use to blow up the ship. There shouldn’t be any real risk. It felt wrong to compare the visit to a sightseeing tour, but that was – in a sense – precisely what it was. “I’ll be back shortly.”

“Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said, reluctantly. Leo knew the older man wanted to say something, to honour the XO’s responsibility of disagreeing with his CO when necessary, but he didn’t have the nerve. Or the maturity. The case studies Leo had read, of XOs respectfully debating their commander’s decisions, had focussed on men in their thirties. Lieutenant Halloran was still in his twenties. “Be careful.”

“I will,” Leo promised. “You have the bridge.”


Chapter Thirteen

Leo felt cramped in the armoured spacesuit as the pilot steered the shuttle towards the enemy vessel and hovered just outside the gash in her hull. He’d been told that matter transmission was theoretically possible, raising the prospect of teleporters jumping off the silver screen and into real life, but – like so many other concepts – the scientists had not been able to make them work. They’d have to fly to their destination, then make their way through the damaged hull rather than risk using the ship’s airlocks. Sure, spacers were legally required to keep their hatches unlocked, allowing outer sections to be opened at any moment, but pirates already faced the death penalty. They had nothing to lose by locking their outer hatches. It might buy them a few more seconds before their vessel was boarded, giving them enough time to run and hide …

The shuttle’s hatch hissed open. Leo took control of his spacesuit and steered himself out of the hatch and straight towards the enemy hull. It looked disturbingly like a metal honeycomb, the metal bulkheads melted by the phasers and then flash-frozen by the inky darkness of interstellar space. Judging from the sheer volume of debris – and bodies – drifting into the night, the pirates hadn’t bothered to batten down the internal hatches or keep their emergency internal systems in good order. They could have saved quite a few lives, and perhaps even saved the entire ship, if they’d closed the hatches before it was too late.

He felt cold as he landed on the metal and made his way to the jury-rigged airlock. The gravity field was oddly light, suggesting the generator was either damaged or the crew hailed from a low-gravity world. Probably the former, he noted. It was rare to see low-gravity dwellers on modern starships, certainly ones with any sort of gravity. He stepped through the hatch quickly, careful to keep his helmet in place even though the suit’s sensors insisted the atmosphere was rapidly normalising. The inner hatch opened a moment later, revealing a muddy corridor and a long line of prisoners, lying on the decks with their hands bound behind their backs. Leo shivered, helplessly. They looked a sorry crew, but then most bullies did, after someone stood up to them. A memory drifted through his head – the fear he’d seen, clearly visible, in Francis Blackthrone’s face after Leo had beaten the shit out of him – and he smiled. Bullies always ran into something bigger and tougher than them, eventually. And they deserved everything they got.

His radio crackled. “Captain.”

Leo removed his helmet, then cursed under his breath as the stench hit his nostrils. The pirate crew had soiled themselves … no, it was worse than that. They hadn’t bothered to replace the atmosphere scrubbers, or clean their decks, or any of a hundred other things they needed to do to keep their ship functional. Waterhen had been poorly maintained, but she’d had the excuse of being semi-permanently stationed at Daybreak, without any expectation she’d have to leave in a hurry. The pirate ship had been raiding countless convoys and planets over the last few years. Surely, her crew could have taken better care of her.

“It stinks, doesn’t it?” Boothroyd looked grim, his eyes never leaving the prisoners. “They always live in filth.”

Leo resisted the urge to put his helmet back on. “We’re going to have to go through a full biological threat protocol, aren’t we?”

“Probably.” Boothroyd didn’t sound concerned. “The good news is that we took the ship reasonably intact. The bad is that we didn’t manage to capture any of their command crew, sir, and that they succeeded in taking out their datacore before it was too late.”

“Bugger.” Leo kept his tone mild. He’d hoped to take the datacore intact. The devices were supposed to be secure, but the navy had a small army of hackers who specialised in breaking encryption codes and unlocking sealed storage units. “Their commanders?”

“They had suicide implants,” Boothroyd said. “It’s impossible to tell if they triggered the implants themselves, or if they were programmed to kill their bearers if the ship took a certain amount of damage, but either way there’s no way we’ll get any info from their bodies. We took biometrics, of course, yet …”

Leo nodded. There was no registry of local spacers, no central database they could query to see who might have been moonlighting as a pirate. It was possible they’d get lucky, and they’d certainly run the biometrics against the files they had, but … he scowled inwardly. The pirate crew was unlikely to know much of anything, certainly nothing that might uncover the hidden bases or planets that were quietly supporting the pirate ships. The latter might not have much choice in the matter, he reflected sourly. A stage-one colony would be defenceless, if a pirate took control of the high orbitals. They’d be forced to pay for protection, or supplies they didn’t want, or else.

“The prisoners fall into two categories,” Boothroyd continued. “Half are very definitely pirates, the others are prisoners …”

“Or say they are,” Leo said. He made a face. Naval policy was absolute. Anyone who collaborated with a pirate was no better than a pirate himself, no matter their excuse. He understood the logic – pirates were a plague on all mankind – but he also suspected it was counterproductive. The pirates could push their captives into collaboration, then point out that they were pirates now – in the eyes of the law – and they’d be executed if the pirate ship was captured. “How many?”

“Thirty-seven, half listed in the registry of missing crewmen,” Boothroyd said. “They’re not in good shape, sir. The medic has barely had a look at them, but he insists they were clearly tortured and raped before being forced into collaboration.”

“I know what pirates do,” Leo said, more sharply than he meant. “I read the reports.”

“Reports cannot convey the horrors,” Boothroyd told him. “You should see the prisoners.”

Leo suspected he was right. The reports might describe the worst mankind could do to man, but they were cold and bloodless and stripped of all emotion. The words described atrocities beyond the imagination of a sane and reasonable man, in the same tone one might use to order breakfast or discuss the economic projections for the next two years. He allowed the sergeant to urge him along a smelly corridor and into a large compartment, the deck lined with men and women who had clearly been brutalised. The scars alone …

He gagged, swallowing hard and turning away in a desperate bid to keep from throwing up. It was … he recalled complaining about one martial arts session that had left him with bruises on his face and felt a wash of shame, for bitching about something so minor when the prisoners had been suffering so intensely. It was … his stomach heaved again as he realised the former prisoners had been bound too, just to keep them from causing trouble. It was a grim reflection on the navy’s failure to protect their people. The pirates had brutalised them and now the navy was going to execute them …

“We have to be careful,” Boothroyd was saying. Leo barely heard him. “Some will identify strongly with their captors, after being prisoners for so long. Others will fear us as much as the pirates, or feel tainted by the crimes they were forced to commit …”

Leo swallowed, hard. He had always told himself he would rather die than rape a woman or a child or commit some other atrocity that would see his name going down in history as one of the human race’s worst monsters. Hitler and Stalin, Bin Laden and Ozdemir, Rottemeyer and Mühlenkampf … he had always thought that, if he were given orders to slaughter vast numbers of people for being the wrong religion or blow up an entire planet because it was inconvenient, that he would have the guts to refuse. He knew he was a brave man, yet could he say no if his captors drugged and tortured him? And would he have the nerve to wait for his chance to strike back, and take it?

He wanted to answer yes. He feared the truth was no.

“They should be executed,” Leo said. “Legally …”

He took a breath. He would be well within his legal rights to throw them all into space and let God sort them out. There was no way to know how much the prisoners had collaborated, how far they had let themselves be compromised. And yet, they had suffered enough already …

Boothroyd met his eyes. “Sir, can I offer a suggestion?”

Leo nodded, stiffly. “Of course.”

“We take the former prisoners with us,” Boothroyd said. “We can interrogate them over the next few days, after treating their condition, and see if any can be redeemed through military service. They can fight for us …”

“And we have a pirate ship here,” Leo mused. The enemy ship was in terrible state, and it would take several weeks to turn her into something resembling a real warship once again, but it might be possible. Two starships, no matter how outdated, were better than one. “It might be doable.”

His mind raced, considering the implications. “Can you be sure of separating the true collaborators from those who were forced to compromise themselves?”

“No,” Boothroyd said, flatly. “But we can give it a very good try.”

“Do it,” Leo said. It was a risk, but what wasn’t? The only other options were execution or a one-way ticket to a penal colony and both would be victimising people who had already been victimised enough. “Keep them isolated from each other, at least until we reach Getaway. We don’t want them sharing tips on how to fool us.”

“Yes, sir,” Boothroyd said. “And the remaining pirates?”

Leo looked back, shaking his head. “They’re definitely guilty?”

“Yes, sir,” Boothroyd said. “They carried weapons, and few signs of physical abuse. A couple tried claiming to be senior officers, and trying to trade what they knew for their freedom, but the lie detector said they were lying.”

“And did they know anything useful?”

“No, sir,” Boothroyd said. “There was some data on how they were recruited – it seems there were recruiting operations on both Getaway and Psion Minor – but there wasn’t enough to track down the recruiting officers and deal with them. They did name a couple of planets that purchased looted goods, yet … they weren’t there and they don’t know for sure.”

“We’ll have to investigate at some point,” Leo said. He cursed under his breath. They’d have two ships, once the pirate vessel was repaired, but they needed several more. “Right now, that’s a low-order priority.”

He took a breath. “Take biometrics from the remaining pirates, then put them into space,” he ordered. “All of them.”

Boothroyd gave him a considering look, then nodded. The sheer enormity of what Leo had done – what he’d ordered done – struck him a second later. It was one thing to blow away an icon on the display, even though he knew the icon represented a metal starship with a flesh and blood crew; it was quite another to order the boarding party to execute the prisoners. It was legal – if he took the prisoners to the nearest world, he’d be rebuked for wasting time – and they deserved it and yet …

He forced himself to watch as the prisoners were shoved, kicking and screaming, through the airlock. Their deaths wouldn’t be merciful, he knew, although they’d been far kinder to the pirates than the pirates had ever been to their prisoners. Leo hadn’t ordered them tortured or raped first, let alone cut them open to watch their lifeblood draining away. It was legal and civilised and he knew he had no choice, yet he felt guilty. It felt as if he’d crossed a line.

Boothroyd clapped him on the shoulder. “Go back to the ship, and have something to drink,” he advised. “It doesn’t get any easier.”

Leo swallowed several nasty replies as he made his way back to the shuttle, then back to Waterhen. The reports from the engineering crew were better than he’d thought – the damage was bad, but it could be repaired with some effort – and the report from the search parties made unpleasant reading. The pirate ship was crammed with loot, from the simple to the gross; the pirates, it seemed, had a collection of pornography so vile they wouldn’t have lasted a day in a regular prison. To call it disgusting was to cheapen the word past the point of no return.

He keyed his communicator as soon as the shuttle docked. “Assign a freighter to carry the pirate ship to Getaway,” he ordered, curtly. “Once the search parties have finished their work, we’ll be on our way.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo shook his head as he stumbled into his cabin and sat on the bunk, feeling tired and drained. Horrified at what he’d done, too. It was easy to tell himself the pirates had deserved it – they had – and yet, it was hard not to feel guilty. He was tempted to reach for the bottle … he shook his head, mentally kicking himself for having made sure that all alcohol on the ship was left behind, before they started the voyage. He wasn’t a hypocrite to keep a bottle for himself, and besides he’d learnt that lesson a long time ago.

“Fuck,” he muttered.

He reached for a datapad instead and looked down at it, without seeing a single word. He knew he’d done the right thing, legally speaking, and there would be no repercussions … but he still felt guilty. He told himself, again and again, that the pirates had deserved it, that he’d shown them more mercy than they deserved, and yet it wasn’t enough. The datapad slipped through his hands and fell to the deck, the dull thud reminding him that he needed to write some kind of report. It was hard to think clearly. He didn’t have to lie, or come up with an excuse, and yet … he hadn’t thought it would be so easy to end a multitude of lives.

The intercom bleeped. “Captain,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “The search parties have returned. The enemy vessel has been secured to Doorstopper. The remainder of the convoy is ready to jump as planned, resuming our voyage …”

Leo took a breath. “Execute jump when ready,” he ordered. He knew he should be on the bridge, but right now he didn’t have the strength. “Inform me if anything changes.”

There was a long pause. “Aye, sir.”

The connection closed. Leo shook his head. Had he heard a flash of doubt in Lieutenant Halloran’s voice? Or concern? Or was he just imagining it? How could he know? He should be on the bridge, normally he would be, but now … he hadn’t even bothered with a bullshit excuse. He wondered, numbly, how other captains coped, when they ordered men put out the airlocks. There was blood on his hands now and ...

They deserved it, he told himself. Pirates showed no mercy. They deserved to die.

The hatch opened. Leo forced himself to look up as Flower marched into the room, holding herself ramrod straight. It was more striking, he noted absently, than the way she sashayed about when she wanted to catch someone’s eye, making her look like a woman on a mission rather than someone who could be interrupted at will. He told himself, sharply, to look down again. His penis had already gotten him into quite enough trouble.

Flower sat facing him. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Leo had no idea what to say. Captain Archibald hadn’t killed anyone … probably. His service record was surprisingly bland, suggesting either a cover-up or – more likely – a career spent doing nothing in particular, and not even doing it very well. He wondered, suddenly, if Flower had ever killed anyone? It wasn’t part of her formal duties, but who knew?

“I sent them to their deaths,” Leo said, bluntly. “Does it get easier?”

“Perhaps,” Flower said. “Would it help if you reviewed some of the footage they left behind?”

“Probably not,” Leo said. “Did I do the right thing?”

Flower took a moment to consider her answer. “The pirates committed hundreds of crimes,” she said. “They chose to join a pirate crew, or made no attempt to escape once they knew what they’d joined. There is – was – no reason to think they’d redeem themselves, if they were offered a chance, or even that they could be dropped on a penal colony without getting themselves killed very quickly. I would say yes, you did do the right thing.”

She met his eyes. “I guarantee you their victims will say the same,” she said. “And those pirates will never harm anyone ever again.”

“No,” Leo agreed. “But it still bothers me.”

“It will, for a while,” Flower said. “But you did the right thing.”

Leo stared at the deck. He’d studied history. He’d read arguments suggesting the decline in the death penalty had contributed to social unrest, and counter-arguments insisting there was no way to be completely certain of the suspect’s guilt. He could see the point of both arguments, yet … he shook his head. The latter tended to be put forward by those who were in no danger, the former argued by those who thought themselves at risk. He had grown up in a rough area. There was something to be said for making damn sure the bastards who made life hell for everyone else never had the chance to do it again.

“Yeah,” he said, finally. He would never be easy with what he’d done, but … he knew it had to be done. And he was the man on the spot. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Flower said. “Do you want a massage? It does help.”

Leo blinked, then snorted. “No, thank you,” he said. The sheer absurdity of the non sequitur was enough to make him laugh. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


Chapter Fourteen

“Jump completed, Captain,” Abigail said. “We have arrived at Getaway.”

Leo nodded. “Tactical, send a standard greeting,” he ordered. “Helm, take us into orbit.”

“Aye, sir.”

“There’s a surprising amount of orbital traffic,” Lieutenant Halloran commented. “I thought this was supposed to be an underdeveloped world.”

Leo leaned forward, thoughtfully. Getaway had only two orbital installations, a docking station for bigger starships and a somewhat outdated industrial node, but there were nearly fifty-seven freighters passing through the system, some heading to the planet itself and others making their way from one jump coordinate to the next. He supposed it made a certain kind of sense – there were a number of spacelanes running through the system, allowing the inhabitants to boost their economy by offering services to spacers – yet it was a little odd. The locals certainly didn’t seem to be checking on inbound and outbound freighters, let alone searching them for smuggled goods. His eyes narrowed as he spotted a trio of medium-sized freighters jumping into the system, heading straight for the planet. It was just … odd.

“We’ll need to search a handful of ships at random,” he said. He keyed the display, bringing up the IFF codes. Half the freighters weren’t broadcasting anything, a clear breach of interstellar rules and regulations. Leo understood their thinking – IFF codes could easily attract pirates, in a system that didn’t have any warships that could come to the aid of stricken freighters – but it was still unusual. “Tactical, draw up a list of prospective candidates. We’ll start the process as soon as we hand the freighters over to the orbital station.”

Lieutenant Halloran looked up. “There are three incoming freighters from the Bridgerton Shipping Line, sir,” he said. There was a hint of amusement in his tone, something that would have landed him in real trouble if he’d said it to a proper captain. “And their manifests are decidedly light.”

Leo considered it. There was no way in hell he expected his brief tryst with Gayle to remain secret indefinitely, not after what had happened with Fleur. Sooner or later, word would get out and someone – probably one of her father’s political enemies – would make hay out of it, suggestion Leo was treating her family with kid gloves because they were lovers. It would be better to set a precedent that suggested otherwise, not least because he had enemies back home that would love a chance to put the boot in, if he gave it to them. He felt an odd pang of … something … at the life he’d lost, a pang he ruthlessly dismissed. Bad rolls of the dice were inevitable. The trick was to recover, learn from your mistakes, and press on.

“Signal those freighters,” he said. “Inform them that, under interstellar law, we’ll be inspecting their hulls before they’re allowed to either start unloading or leave orbit.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo keyed his console. “Sergeant, have a search party of five men assemble at the shuttle hatch,” he ordered. “Flower and I will be joining you.”

“Yes, sir.” Boothroyd sounded reassuringly competent. If the prospect of Leo riding along on the shuttle bothered him, it wasn’t evident in his voice. “We’ll be ready.”

“Watch yourself, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said, quietly. “We’re not anywhere near the core now.”

Leo nodded, tersely. Technically, interstellar law had had primacy in the sector ever since it had been formally incorporated into Daybreak. Practically, without anything resembling effective enforcement, the local spacers had been free to ignore it, either out of ignorance or simply as a form of passive resistance. Leo suspected the latter. It was rare for a spacer to take flight, certainly not for very long, without a basic grounding in interstellar shipping law … he frowned, wondering if the local shipping lines bothered to offer such courses for its new recruits. They were a vital part of interstellar certification back home – any spacer without that certification would not be hired by a reputable shipping line, or independent captain – but here? He made a mental note to address the issue with the Governor and his Deputy. It would end badly, if a local captain took his ship to the core and discovered – too late – that hiring uncertified crew was asking for trouble.

He waited until the convoy had exchanged handover signals with the orbital station, then stood. “You have the bridge, Lieutenant Halloran,” he said. “Put in a request for techs, if the locals have them. We need to see if we can get the pirate ship up and running.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo stood and made his way down to the shuttle hatch. Flower was already there, wearing her midshipman’s uniform and a formidable expression that warned the team not to hit on her. Leo hid his amusement with an effort. Flower looked altogether too confident and composed to be a junior midshipwoman, suggesting she’d managed to get into trouble at some point and found her rank permanently frozen. That was odd, in the core worlds, but out here … Leo shrugged. It didn’t matter.

Boothroyd met his eyes as they climbed into the shuttle, indicating he wanted to speak privately. Leo followed him to the rear as the pilot closed the hatch and cast off, heading directly to their first target. The freighter grew rapidly on the display, growing from a light set against the blue-green orb to a crude and blocky shape designed for practicality, rather than elegance. There was no way in hell the freighter could land on a planetary surface, Leo noted, unless the crew got very lucky … and if they somehow survived the landing, they’d never get the hulk off the ground again. It wasn’t an uncommon design, but … there was something about it that nagged at him. He wasn’t sure why.

“There probably won’t be any open resistance,” Boothroyd said, quietly. “But the crew will resent our presence, and they may try to fuck with us in ways we’ll find it hard to call them on.”

He paused. “And there’s no guarantee they’ll even have a proper manifest.”

Leo shook his head. “How can they fly without a proper manifest?”

“Depends,” Boothroyd said. “Some shipping lines will carefully refrain from asking questions, let alone inspecting the crates when they’re loaded onboard, just so they can maintain a degree of plausible deniability. Others will stop asking questions, the moment they get their cash. Still others aren’t in a position to ask any questions …”

“Shit.” Leo had known a couple of cadets who’d grown up on independent trading ships. They’d had fantastic childhoods, compared to him, but they hadn’t concealed the reality of dealing with impudent inspectors, corporations using every trick in the book to cut the independent traders out of the market, banks and insurance companies calling in debts or raising their rates at the slightest excuse … far too many independent traders were one bad call from disaster, no matter what the law said. He could understand why so many turned to smuggling. “We’ll go lightly on them, this time.”

“Yes, sir,” Boothroyd said.

Leo returned to the cockpit and watched as the shuttle pilot steered his craft towards the forward hatch. The merchant crew were either stalling or mind-bogglingly incompetent, probably the former. It was rare for an incompetent crewman to last long on an independent merchant ship, not when their incompetence threatened everyone else. They tended to be dumped on the first planet the starship visited and left to make their own way home. He supposed it was why so many tended to join pirate crews. After word got around, an incompetent – no matter how much he’d improved – tended to find it impossible to get legitimate work.

The shuttle docked with a dull clank, the hatch opening just slowly enough to annoy him and yet not slowly enough for him to file a formal complaint. Leo braced himself, checked he had his sidearm, and followed Boothroyd into the freighter. He’d expected the hatch to lead through an airlock, and then a corridor, but instead the inner airlock opened onto the bridge. The captain rose to greet him, looking thoroughly displeased.

“This is unwarranted interference with interstellar shipping,” he said, icily. “Complaints will be filed with the Governor and the Deputy Governor, who will …”

Leo cut him off. “Your ship has been selected for a random search, in line with interstellar law on the prevention of smuggling and piracy,” he said. “If you cooperate, we’ll make it as quick and as painless as possible; if not, we will hold your ship in orbit and inspect every last inch of the hull before permitting you to proceed.”

The captain’s eyes burned with anger. “And are you going to compensate me for the shuttle fees? The bookings we made for suborbital transit?”

“In line with interstellar law, you may notify the service providers that you have been delayed through no fault of your own, and therefore they must provide the contracted service when you are free to proceed,” Leo said, keeping his voice formal with an effort. He wasn’t sure if the captain was stalling or genuinely concerned. “If you require support in obtaining those services, you may contact my ship and we will provide.”

The captain scowled. “As you wish.”

Leo nodded. “We need your cargo and crew manifests,” he said. “We’ll inspect them both, then determine how to proceed.”

The captain looked even more displeased, but handed over a datapad without any further argument. Leo passed it to Flower, feeling a twinge of unease. The captain couldn’t be both unaware of the legal requirements and be ready to meet them at a moment’s notice, although copying the two manifests to a datapad was the work of a few seconds … at best. No captain ever born would be happy allowing naval techs to poke through his datacores … there was probably a file or two marked NEVER SHOW TO THE NAVY that documented his real cargo and business accounts. It wasn’t unprecedented. An independent freighter captain could lie to the navy, if he wished, but it was vitally important that he didn’t start believing his own lies.

“I’ve copied the cargo manifest to you,” Flower said to Boothroyd, in a tone that suggested she was very new and inexperienced. Leo wondered, idly, if Boothroyd had realised Flower was far more than just a pretty face. “Nothing really jumps out.”

“Of course not,” the captain said. “We’re just shipping farming gear and colony support crap, nothing too interesting.”

Leo shrugged and scanned the manifest. Nothing new there, although he was mildly surprised Getaway couldn’t manufacture the farming gear for itself. There was nothing on the list that required a modern fabber. It was rare for a world to be that dependent on interstellar trade, after the war. The big corporations had designed and produced devices that needed regular authorising codes to work, and forbade any kind of Jailbreaking, a tactic that had made them trillions … and condemned billions upon billions of innocent civilians to death after the collapse of interstellar trade cut the devices off from their masters. These days, putting any sort of locking code into a device, no matter how proprietary, carried the death penalty.

“Go open a handful of pods,” he ordered Boothroyd. “Pick at random, unless anything specifically calls to you.”

“Yes, sir,” Boothroyd said.

He departed, leaving a lone trooper behind as he led the way through the freighter’s internal maze. It wasn’t going to be easy to get at some of the pods, Leo knew. A number were sealed, their access codes known only to the sender and receiver; others were practically left in vacuum, impossible to access without spacewalking. The latter might well be more worthy of investigation, if someone was using the freighter to smuggle goods without informing the captain, but Leo suspected the captain would be more wary about taking such crates from anyone unless he was very sure of their bona fides. It was technically illegal for a freighter crew to open a crate in transit, but they knew the risks of being caught with something illicit as well as he did and they might consider opening the crates to be a minor risk, compared to being arrested for smuggling something really dangerous. Or illegal.

Flower passed him the datapad, with a number of names highlighted. Leo’s eyes narrowed as he studied the list. There were forty-seven crewmen listed on the freighter, but he’d only seen a handful of crew and half of the listed men didn’t meet the legal qualifications to serve on an interstellar starship. That didn’t mean they were untrained, Leo knew, yet … he looked up and met the captain’s eyes. The man was pissed, not without reason. Leo wouldn’t have been too pleased if a swaggering young naval officer had come onto his ship and started nitpicking. And to him it was nitpicking …

“Half your crew doesn’t appear to be qualified,” Leo said, keeping his voice level. “Why didn’t you check their certifications?”

The captain scowled at him. “You are aware, no doubt, that the crew was recruited prior to incorporation? It was agreed, at the time, that currently serving merchant crews would be grandfathered into the interstellar legal requirements, without any need to let them go and only rehire them after they passed the tests.”

“That’s true,” Leo said, calmly. “But that agreement came at the price of the crew actually completing the tests, which they haven’t. You had a legal requirement to see they took the tests as quickly as reasonably possible, which you didn’t meet. According to your manifest, you passed through Yangtze nine times in the last five years. Why didn’t you get the tests completed then?”

“The testing facility was overwhelmed,” the captain said. “We simply could not get a slot before we had to set out again.”

“A convenient story,” Leo said. It might well be true – it wasn’t as if Yangtze had the same facilities as Daybreak, much less instructors who could prepare starship crewmen to take the test – but there was no way to verify it. “I’ll let that pass, now, but when you return to Yangtze you will put your crew though the tests. It shouldn’t be painful. Half the questions are just simple common sense.”

The captain sneered. “And you have done the test?”

“And a lot more besides,” Leo said. He’d seen the merchant spacer test. It had been very simple, compared to the shitload of naval rules and regulations he’d been forced to memorise, and most of the questions were easy to work out even if you lacked a background in the merchant marine. “I’ll see to it you get exam slots. But you will take those tests.”

Or start losing crew, he added, silently. He understood the captain’s problem – it would be painful to let a crewman go, particularly if the crewman had been decent person who hadn’t raised any red flags until failing the test – but there was no choice. The rules existed for a reason, and he had an obligation to enforce the rules. I can give you some leeway, but not much.

“I’ll see to it,” the captain growled.

Leo’s communicator bleeped. “Captain, I’m in Hold Three,” Boothroyd said. “You need to come see this.”

“I’m on my way,” Leo said. He didn’t miss the flicker of alarm crossing the captain’s face. He might not know what his ship was carrying, if the sender had lied on the manifest, but he was still legally responsible for it. Probably. Even if he was personally blameless, it would be hard to keep his post – or get another one – if he was proven beyond all doubt to have been unaware of what he’d allowed to be brought onto his ship. “Flower?”

Flower fell in behind him, the trooper bringing up the rear as they made their way through the modular starship and into the third hull. It was crammed from top to bottom with crates, the metal boxes so tightly pressed together – and tied with duct tape – that it was hard, almost impossible, to get at the boxes at the rear. Boothroyd had cut through the tape and pushed the crew to move the nearer boxes out the way, allowing him to open the further boxes. Leo sucked in his breath. Their contents did not match the manifest.

“The manifest states these boxes contain farming equipment,” Boothroyd said, curtly. “So far, we have discovered thirty metal ingots. I don’t know what they are, but I’d bet good money they’re not iron or copper.”

Leo scowled. Iron was everywhere, so easy to obtain it was incredibly cheap. The metal ingots had to be something more valuable, or there’d be no point in smuggling them. There was certainly no point in taking them from – he checked the manifest – Ingalls to Getaway. Getaway might not be the most well-developed planet in the sector, but there’d be no difficulty finding iron. No, the ingots had to be something a great deal more valuable. Platinum, maybe. That could be extracted from asteroids too, but it was a great deal less common than iron.

The captain had followed him into the compartment. His eyes went wide, just for a second, as he saw the ingots. Leo felt a flicker of sympathy. Either the captain was a smuggler or he was a damn fool, who’d allowed a crewman – or a rogue miner – to pull the wool over his eyes. Either way, he was fucked.

“Hold the ships in orbit and search them from top to bottom,” Leo said, quietly. If the captain cooperated, his report would suggest the man had been a fool rather than a smuggler. It might be possible to arrange for the recipient to pay fines, rather than simply have the ingots confiscated. It wasn’t as if trafficking in rare minerals was illegal. It was not paying import or export fees that would be the killer. “And see if you can determine how they got onto the ship without being searched.”

“Aye, Captain,” Boothroyd said.


Chapter Fifteen

“So we have roughly four million credits worth of rare minerals, spread over the three ships, and nearly a million credits of various biochemical products,” Leo said. “And none of this was on the manifests?”

“No, sir,” Boothroyd said. “It might be worth a great deal of money, but the ingots and other smuggled goods are relatively small, compared to the whole. As long as no one opened the right crates, there was very little risk of the goods being discovered before they reached their final destination.”

Leo shook his head. It had taken four days to search the three freighters, four days during which he’d noticed a lot of freighters breaking orbit and jumping into interstellar space as quickly as possible. It didn’t take a genius to realise that those starship captains were smugglers, or feared their crews might be, or simply feared losing everything because Leo was actually doing his job and enforcing the law. Getaway’s prime location – Leo was mildly surprised Getaway hadn’t been chosen as the sector capital – made it an excellent place for smugglers to conduct their business, as long as the laws weren’t enforced. Now, that had changed.

He sighed. “And how much would they have to pay in import-export fees?”

Flower leaned forward. “Ingalls is a mining world, ruled by a handful of local corporations,” she said. “And yes, that includes corporations with ties to the Deputy Governor.”

Boothroyd made a coughing noise. Leo glared at him, then looked at Flower.

“And?”

“The miners are legally required to report their output to the local government, which will take the ore and sell it onwards,” Flower said. “My guess is that some miners aren’t very happy with having to take whatever pittance the government offers them, despite the fact they’re doing all the work, and they’re resorting to smuggling to make ends meet.”

“It’s possible,” Boothroyd agreed. “The government has a monopoly. It’s quite possible its deliberately undervaluing the value of the ore, then selling it to itself. I’ve seen that trick before.”

Leo’s eyes narrowed. “I thought it was illegal.”

“There are a great many things that are illegal,” Boothroyd returned. “But as long as the laws are not enforced, and out here there aren’t many ships and crews intent on enforcing them, what are they going to do about it?”

“We’ll move on to Ingalls shortly,” Leo said. A couple of freighters had signalled their interest in being escorted to their next destination, and Leo intended to oblige. Boothroyd had pointed out that the navy had a bad reputation, and catching smugglers would only make it worse, but escorting freighters – and hopefully killing a few pirates along the way – might improve matters. “Until then …”

His terminal bleeped. “Sir,” Abigail said. She had the bridge, with Leo in his cabin and his de facto XO searching another freighter for smuggled goods. “Governor Forsyth’s compliments, sir, and he’d like to see you planetside, at Government House.”

Boothroyd snorted. “And just how polite was the original request?”

Abigail hesitated. “He was very demanding,” she said, finally. “I think he wants you there yesterday.”

“He’s going to be very disappointed,” Leo muttered, sarcastically. There was no such thing as time travel. “Tell him I’m on my way.”

He looked at Flower. “Coming?”

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Flower said. “Change into your dress uniform first. It might impress him.”

Leo nodded, dismissing both of them as he headed to the washroom. His dress uniform still marked him as a Lieutenant, rather than a Lieutenant Commander or a Captain. He made a mental note to do something about that as he washed and changed, cursing the uniform’s designers under his breath. He had no legal right to wear a captain’s dress uniform – and he doubted he could wear Captain Archibald’s spare outfits in any case – but … he was tempted to put a captain’s rank pips on his collar anyway. It might make him look more impressive when he confronted the planetary governor. He keyed his terminal, bringing up the original message. It was incredibly rude. No wonder, he reflected curtly, that Abigail had been reluctant to pass it on verbatim. Her former CO would have blamed her for the message.

Flower was waiting at the shuttle hatch, wearing a uniform that had been carefully cut to outline her figure without quite breaking any regulations. Leo looked her up and down, then led the way into the shuttle and took the pilot’s seat. There wasn’t a real orbital traffic control system, somewhat to his surprise, and the planetary ATC seemed barely functional. He kept a wary eye on the scope as he flew into the atmosphere, following the beacon to Government House. He couldn’t help wondering, as he flew over the city, if he’d picked up the wrong beacon. Getaway City, the unimaginatively named capital, looked like a refugee camp. The vast majority of homes were little more than freighter crates, stripped of their cargo and turned into makeshift accommodations, surrounding a handful of wooden homes. Government House had started life as a colonial dumpster – a quick and dirty way to get thousands of tons of supplies down to the surface – that had been emptied, then converted into a centre of government. Leo felt his eyes narrow as he landed the shuttle on the pad, then opened the hatch, Government House managed somehow to look both temporary and very permanent indeed.

“Interesting,” Flower commented. “You’d think the government would be able to set up a better home for itself.”

Leo nodded, slowly. The original colony plan had been fairly standard; the colonists used the first year to set up farms and towns, then – once they had some basic infrastructure – start building a proper collection of homes, offices and government facilities, steadily replacing the makeshift structures until they could be discarded completely. Getaway had been settled for nearly fifty years, according to the files, and yet it looked as if the colonists had only arrived a year or two ago. It was perplexing. The government should have been able to do a great deal more than this …

A young woman greeted them, wearing a simple outfit that looked as if it had been passed down from her grandmother to her mother, and then down to her. Leo responded politely to her questions as she led them into the dumpster, then into an office. Governor Forsyth’s chamber did not inspire confidence. It looked as makeshift as everything else, from the crude desk and outdated terminal to the light bulb so primitive it should have been replaced years ago. Governor Forsyth looked old … it took Leo a moment to realise he really was, that he lacked the genetic enhancements that slowed aging. His eyes were sharp and cold as he studied Leo, narrowing as they saw his rank pips. His voice, when he spoke, was cold too.

“I summoned your commanding officer, young man,” he said. “Where is he?”

Leo bit down on an angry response. “I am the acting commanding officer,” he said. It was imprudent, to say the least, for a planetary governor to summon a naval officer, but … he resisted the urge to point that out too. “The formal commanding officer chose not to accompany his ship to this sector.”

Governor Forsyth stared at him for a long moment. “How old are you?”

“Twenty,” Leo said.

He sighed, inwardly, at the governor’s doubtful look. Hardly any of his former classmates would have been promoted yet, and here he was in command of a starship. It was hard to blame the governor for doubting his story, or for wondering just what had happened to the real commanding officer. If Captain Archibald had been killed on active duty, Leo would have assumed command, but … it didn’t help, Leo supposed, that he really was young. It was vanishingly rare for a young officer to be promoted above lieutenant until he was at least twenty-three, and until Leo the only exceptions had been brevet promotions in the middle of a shooting war. Leo suspected he’d set a new record. If, of course, his promotion wasn’t classified. It wasn’t impossible. Back home, Valerian might be working overtime to bury any hint of improper behaviour.

“Twenty,” Governor Forsyth repeated. “Do you know how many complaints I have had about you, young man? Stopping and searching ships, messing up orbital and interstellar timetables, seizing of goods and forcible collection of dues …”

Leo met his eyes. Governor Forsyth sounded as if he were a headmaster, lecturing a student before delivering six of the best, but Leo was a grown adult who had gone through the Naval Academy. He had been intimidated by experts. He had no idea why Governor Forsyth was so angry about the rules being enforced, although … he suspected the only reason the governor had gotten the job was because his name had been put forward during the incorporation process, and no one had cared enough to challenge it. Governor Forsyth certainly hadn’t been selected by Daybreak, unlike Governor Brighton.

“It is my duty to enforce the law,” Leo said. “I have a legal obligation to search a number of freighters for smuggled goods, and – if I find them – to deal with the freighters and their crews appropriately. If they failed to report their cargoes and pay the proper fees …”

Governor Forsyth cut him off. “Is this what we were promised, when we were incorporated into the empire? Do you know how many ships have gone missing over the past five years?”

He glowered at Leo, as if Leo had been personally responsible for the disaster. “We were promised more colonists,” he said, curtly. “We even received a confirmation that two colonist-carriers, crammed to bursting with colonists who were prepared to work for land, were on their way. And did they show up? No. We sent a request for an update and what did we get from Yangtze? Nothing. Where are they?”

“I don’t know,” Leo said. He hadn’t heard anything about missing colonist-carriers … that was odd. It was rare for colonist-carriers to be harassed by pirates, if only because the colonists rarely had anything the pirates could sell. “The colonists might have other ideas about where they’re going …”

“And why didn’t you think to check, before you sent them?” Governor Forsyth leaned forward. “Why?”

Leo took a moment to calm himself. Daybreak didn’t give a shit about historical injustices, no matter how awful they’d been. If a planet was facing a civil war because two – or more – ethnic groups couldn’t get along, Daybreak would separate them and impose a settlement by force. It wasn’t uncommon for two ethnic groups to be forced to disengage, entire populations uprooted to ensure the two sides were separated, or for a significantly smaller minority to be transferred, willingly or not, to a colony world that was desperate for manpower, desperate enough not to be too choosy. The practice didn’t always work out and it was quite possible that the exiles had seized control of their ship, steering it past the Rim rather than to their planned destination  …

He met the governor’s eyes. “I was not involved with making the decision,” he said. “I will do what I can to find the missing ships, or request replacements if the ships cannot be found, but there are limits to what I can do.”

Governor Forsyth looked unimpressed. “Is this all we can expect from the empire? Pointless rules and regulations, while the promised help never materialises?”

Leo felt his temper fray. “Then perhaps you should have haggled for better incorporation terms,” he snapped. “I wouldn’t have to enforce the laws if you did it yourself.”

The governor raised his voice. “And have you ever tried running a planet?”

He went on before Leo could answer. “Two-thirds of the population lives on the farms,” he said. “The rest isn’t much use for anything. We don’t have the resources to develop the settled territory any further, let alone expand it. We’re short on pretty much everything we need, from HE3 to shuttles and other pieces of advanced technology, which is why the sudden disruption you caused is so problematic. My tax base is tiny and even if we collected every last cent our people earn, the exchange rate is still deeply tilted against us. There is no way we can enforce the empire’s law, young man, and if we did we’d be cutting our own throats.”

Leo raised his eyebrows. “In which way?”

“Most of our interstellar currency comes from traders passing through the system,” Governor Forsyth pointed out, snidely. “How long do you think they’ll keep pausing here if we start harassing them?”

Leo took a breath. “And that’s your excuse for doing nothing?”

The governor looked back at him. “What would you have me do?”

He shrugged, expressively. “You’re young. You have a starship – somehow – and you think that means you’re in charge. You may have done so well in training that they gave you a starship right out of the gate, without bothering to give you a little seasoning as well as formal training, but the real universe doesn’t listen to smug intellectuals who think they know everything and rarely do. Out here, you have to learn to compromise. Some rules are important and must be followed, others exist merely to provide a fig leaf for snatching someone’s ship or interfering with local commerce. If you enforce the latter, you will make yourself very unpopular.”

Leo gritted his teeth. He could understand the governor’s point – there were practical limits to his ability to enforce his authority, such as it was – but that didn’t mean Leo had to give up and abandon his mission. That would get him in real trouble, when Daybreak heard what he’d done. A commanding officer was expected to enforce the law at all times, no matter how much the locals disliked it. Failing to enforce the law could lead to utter disaster. Leo knew he’d be lucky if the disaster only impacted his career. It was far more likely it would get a great many innocents killed.

“I have the responsibility to enforce imperial law, with or without the cooperation of local authorities,” he said, stiffly. “If you wish to challenge this, you may send a complaint to Governor Brighton or Daybreak itself; if they order me to step back from my responsibilities, in writing, I will naturally obey. Until then, I will carry out my responsibilities and if any local authority attempts to impede me the consequences will be dire.”

Governor Forsyth looked as if Leo had slapped him. “You impudent young pup …”

He stopped himself with an effort. “I will be filing official complaints, on behalf of the shipping companies, to both Yangtze and Daybreak,” he said. “I will provide copies for you to include in your log, if you wish. I am sure sanity will prevail.”

“The vast majority of offences against interstellar law were minor,” Leo pointed out. “It isn’t that hard to get a proper certification, or to check the cargo against the manifest before you set out. I dare say they could be fixed, if the planetary government encouraged it before we return.”

Governor Forsyth blinked. “You’re leaving?”

“I have to show the flag right across the sector,” Leo said. The techs were clambering over the captured vessel, but it would take weeks to get her into fighting trim. “I’ll be on my way to Ingalls shortly. I’m sure this will meet with your approval.”

“I didn’t think you needed my approval.” Governor Forsyth made no attempt to hide his bitterness. “This planet is dependent on interstellar trade, and you’re threatening it.”

“Like I said, most problems can be solved easily,” Leo reminded him. It was hard to keep the waspishness out of his tone. If the governor had been doing his job, Leo wouldn’t have had to do anything. Hopefully, his superiors would see it that way. “You just need to apply a little focus.”

“If you say so,” the governor said. He changed the subject with brutal efficiency. “Will your crew be requiring shore leave?”

“A few hours each,” Leo confirmed. He would have preferred to get underway as quickly as possible, but the crew had worked hard and they did need a break. Hopefully, nothing would happen that would cause further delay. “I’ll be back on my ship, if you need to discuss the matter further.”

“You are far too young for your role,” Governor Forsyth said. He sounded more reflective than angry. Leo wasn’t sure that was a good thing. “What are you, the bastard son of the emperor?”

Leo tried to keep his face expressionless, rather than give in to the urge to – childishly – roll his eyes. Daybreak didn’t have an emperor. The Grand Senators were the most powerful people in the Senate and even they had very limited power, always vulnerable to being impeached by Congress or simply undermined by their rivals. The system wasn’t designed to let the powerful rest comfortably, to ensure they never lost their edge. A formal emperor might seem a good idea, on paper, but it would never work. His coronation would mark the beginning of the end.

“I am a naval officer in the service of the Daybreak Republic,” Leo said, finally. It wasn’t as if he was anything else, although he did hail from the hardy stock that was the core of the republic’s greatness. “And that is more than enough.”

“You’re too young,” the governor said, again. He made a show of looking Leo up and down. “I hope you’ll survive long enough to learn a little wisdom.”

Leo eyed him. Was that a threat? Or just a snide remark? He didn’t know.

“We’ll see,” he said. He stood, brushing down his trousers. “But until ordered otherwise, I will discharge my duty as I see fit. And anyone who gets in my way will regret it.”


Chapter Sixteen

“That was probably unwise,” Flower said, when they were back on Waterhen. “A planetary governor could cause a great deal of trouble for you.”

Leo scowled. “What was I supposed to do? Kiss his ass?”

Flower looked reproving as she poured them both coffee. “He is in a very tight spot,” she said, stiffly. “If he enforces the laws too much, as he told us, the freighters will stop calling at Getaway and the planet’s income will drop like a stone.”

“And if he doesn’t enforce the laws, Governor Brighton will remove him and nominate a replacement,” Leo pointed out. Governor Forsyth might have been selected by the planetary stockholders, and rubber-stamped by an incorporation committee that had countless other matters to attend to, but there was no reason the republic had to put up with him if he didn’t measure up. “Where will he be then?”

“Probably hiding from the mob,” Flower said. “If you want to judge someone, you should first understand the limits on their roles.”

Leo felt his scowl deepen as he sipped his coffee. His instructors had said the same, pointing out that Nimitz couldn’t drop kinetic strikes on the Japanese carriers because he simply didn’t have those weapons, nor could President Lincoln send an armoured brigade to capture Richmond because tanks and aircraft hadn’t been invented until decades after the First American Civil War. He understood the logic, and yet he didn’t see the comparison. A governor was charged with enforcing imperial law and preparing his world for further incorporation, and Governor Forsyth was negligent on both counts. It would not end well for him if he didn’t shape up, before an inspection team arrived. Leo didn’t know if he had the authority to remove a governor himself – the precedents were vague, deliberately so – but an inspection team did. And if Governor Forsyth failed to impress them …

He keyed his console, bringing up the shipping records for the sector. Governor Forsyth hadn’t been wrong to complain about a missing colonist-carrier, although it was odd that the matter hadn’t been reported to Yangtze. It was hardly uncommon for a ship to be a few days – or weeks – late, but several months? Leo’s eyes narrowed. It was vaguely possible the ship had been allocated to a different sector, and therefore Yangtze hadn’t been copied into any correspondence on the matter, but Governor Forsyth had complained to Governor Brighton. Or had he? Governor Forsyth had struck Leo as someone who preferred complaining to doing something about the problem, and that impression hadn’t faded during the brief interview. It was quite possible he’d nurtured his grievances rather than trying to do anything to address them.

“The colonists weren’t particularly reluctant, either,” he noted. “There’s no reason to think they might have hijacked the ship.”

“No one really wants to be evicted from their homeworld,” Flower pointed out, dryly. “It might be the best solution, from the long-term and very cold-blooded point of view, but who wants to go? They might have thought they could set up shop themselves somewhere beyond the Rim, or even get back to their homeworld. Or whoever planned the mission messed up.”

Leo nodded, slowly. “Or it could have been a simple navigational error,” he said. “There’s little hope of finding her.”

He shrugged, dismissing the problem. “Did I really mess up?”

“The governor is in a tight spot, like I said, and your combination of youth and arrogance didn’t help,” Flower said, flatly. “Sure, you could back him up with superior firepower, but what happens when you leave?”

“Crap.” Leo looked down. “He’s going to blame everything on me, isn’t he?”

“Probably.” Flower smiled. “Does it matter, as long as the regulations are upheld?”

“Those ships … their masters could have made sure their crews were certified long before we came along,” Leo said. “Why didn’t they?”

Flower met his eyes. “Imagine I am a big fan of the Slithery Snakes,” she said. “You know, the Powerball team. I am such a big fan that I point a gun at you and tell you to chant support too, or I’ll blow you away. Maybe you like the Snakes, instead of preferring the Roaring Lions, but … you’re not going to be happy if I make you chant their praises at gunpoint, even if you do support them. You’d be mad at me instead, even if you thought my heart was in the right place.”

“You’re pointing a gun at your CO,” Leo pointed out. “Your heart is not in the right place.”

“No,” Flower agreed. “Point is, I am making you do something. Maybe it’s the right thing to do. Maybe you want to do it. But I am forcing you to do it and you will resent it, no matter how much you agree with me. Half the problems leading up to the Great War happened because a bunch of idiots thought they could force everyone to do the right thing, which didn’t work out well because no one likes being forced to do anything even if it is the right thing to do.”

“It isn’t the same,” Leo protested. “It doesn’t matter which Powerball team you support. I won’t think any less of you if you’re a Snake or a Lion. But starship certifications are important.”

“Yeah,” Flower said. “And all of the independent captains think they should decide who they take on as crew, rather than have their choices limited by some bureaucrat in an office on the other side of the known universe.”

“Madness,” Leo said.

“Humanity,” Flower said. “Speaking of which, what are you going to say to Gayle?”

Leo flushed. “The captains did not appear to be aware their ships were carrying smuggled goods,” he said, with the private thought they might be very good liars instead. Governor Forsyth had promised a full investigation, but such things took time. “I’m sure her father will see to it that his subordinates are dealt with.”

Flower’s smile grew wider. “He won’t be pleased,” she said. “If he quietly encouraged her to get close to you …”

Leo shook his head. He didn’t pretend to understand what Gayle had been doing, when she’d made the first move, and it was hard to convince himself it mattered. Back home, it wouldn’t. They could have a simple relationship with no strings attached, a relationship that could be broken off if – when – he was reassigned to an out-system post. Here …? Gayle might have made the first move because she wanted a secret relationship, or because she wanted to exploit him, or … who knew? He wasn’t inclined to worry about it. He had his duty to attend to.

“He’s the Deputy Governor of the entire sector,” Leo said, flatly. “If he’s breaking the law, what’ll happen to him?”

The intercom bleeped. “Captain,” Abigail said. “The search party just completed the final inspection. They found nothing.”

Which doesn’t mean there wasn’t anything to find, Leo thought. Smuggled goods didn’t have to be bulky. There’d been a major scandal a decade ago when a ship had been caught smuggling porn onto a deeply religious – at least on paper – world and the religious police had wanted to stone the entire crew to death. We didn’t have time to check every last datachip on the vessel …

“Good,” he said, instead. “Inform the XO he can start running through the shore leave roster.”

Flower grinned. “You’re not going back down yourself?”

“No,” Leo said. He had a lot of paperwork to do, and besides his junior officers needed the brief period of shore leave more than he did. “I have to get my ducks in a row before the governor sees the report.”

“Make sure you do,” Flower advised. “There’ll be a report already heading to Yangtze about you.”

Leo didn’t doubt it. The first complaints would have started the moment Waterhen ordered the freighters to prepare for inspection. Assuming Governor Forsyth had been quick off the mark, he could have sent a complaint with the next freighter heading to Yangtze … and even if he had waited until he’d spoken to Leo in person, the complaint would still reach Yangtze before Waterhen, unless Leo gambled with his ship’s safety and won. There was nothing that could be done about it. If Governor Brighton followed protocol, the complaint would be shelved until Waterhen returned to Yangtze. Leo would have several weeks to prepare his defence.

If there’s any need to defend myself, he thought. A sane Governor wouldn’t bother with a hearing. He’d tear up the complaints and tell their sender to follow the rules in future.

“I need to take the bridge,” he said. “You want to go see what you can learn, or get some rest?”

“Spying is more interesting,” Flower said. “I’ll rest when we’re back underway.”

Leo dismissed her, then made his way to the bridge. Orbital space was surprisingly quiet, now that Waterhen had established that she meant business. There was nothing they could do about the starships that were hopping through the jump coordinates, without bothering to visit the planet itself, but any reasonable superior officer would understand he’d done everything he could. They might not have searched every ship, or impounded everything being smuggled through the system, yet hopefully the combination of firm enforcement and quiet understanding would deter more smugglers from trying their luck. Hopefully. It was a shame there was no way to prove their effectiveness, but …

He put the thought aside as he did his paperwork, putting his thoughts down in a stream of consciousness and then refining the gibberish into a proper report. It was something he wasn’t as practiced at as he should be, he noted sourly. The Academy had cautioned him that he’d be doing a great deal of paperwork, but a young greenie lieutenant wouldn’t expect his reports to be read by anyone other than the XO, unless he fucked up spectacularly. The XO was supposed to point out any problems with the report, from missing out important details to simple spelling and grammar errors. Leo knew he needed more practice. His reports were going to be read by the governor, and a small army of senior officers.

And I might embarrass Captain Archibald just by existing, Leo thought. It was hard to imagine how Captain Archibald could possibly be responsible for anything Leo did – the wretched man was hundreds of light years away – but naval protocol adhered to its own logic. Archibald was the captain, therefore he was responsible for everything that happened on his ship. Case closed. It is going to be one hell of a legal issue if I screw up.

The thought kept him amused as he finished his watch, caught some rest, and resumed his post in time to let Lieutenant Halloran get some shore leave of his own. There were no reports of trouble on the surface, which was normally a good sign. Leo hadn’t expected any – Getaway might have a red-light district which catered to spacers, but it was hardly as big as the district on Daybreak or Yangtze – and yet, it was hard to be sure. He’d been cautioned about all the pitfalls for young and inexperienced naval officers, from women who would drain their bank accounts dry to alcohol, drugs and VR sims that were decidedly unsafe to mess with, and he’d also been cautioned about thinking he could handle them in moderation. Everyone thought that, he’d been told, and they were almost always wrong.

Lieutenant Halloran returned, his face marked with a black eye. Leo blinked. “What happened?”

“A couple of spacers decided to bash us,” Lieutenant Halloran reported. “Luckily, we had a couple of troopers with us. They got bashed instead.”

“Charming,” Leo said. Bar fights between naval crew and merchant spacers weren’t unknown, but after everything they’d been doing in the system he suspected the attack hadn’t been motivated by random drunkenness. “Report to sickbay, get that wound inspected.”

Lieutenant Halloran looked reluctant. “Sir, I …”

“That’s an order,” Leo said. Modern medical science could mend almost anything that wasn’t immediately fatal, but it was better to be safe than sorry. “I’ll take the shift. You report back after the doc clears you.”

“Yes, sir.”

Leo sat back in his chair and called Boothroyd. “Four spacers attacked our crew,” Boothroyd said, not bothering to pretend he didn’t know what Leo was calling about. “Two went after Lieutenant Halloran and his drinking buddies, the other two went after me and mine. They should be fine, once they recover from the beating we gave them.”

He paused. “I don’t think it was drunken foolishness, sir,” he added. “Someone paid them to go after us.”

Leo cursed under his breath. “Are you sure?”

“On the surface, the four looked like the typical losers who can’t or won’t get quit the booze and get themselves a billet on a half-way respectable freighter,” Boothroyd reported. “They bum around doing random jobs, trying to earn enough money to get drunk – again – and then repeat the cycle. But they had money in their pockets, interstellar and untraceable cash. I’d say they were paid to attack us.”

“I see.” Leo glared at his hands. “Do they know who?”

“I do intend to ask them some very searching questions,” Boothroyd said. “But I’d be surprised if they knew who’d hired them, or why. They’re not exactly what I would call reliable material.”

“And everyone talks eventually anyway,” Leo finished. A drunken brawl was one thing, and it could be safely ignored as long as no one was seriously hurt. A deliberate attack on his crew was quite another. A combination of drugs and lie detector tests would force the perpetrators to talk … he scowled, cursing again. The odds were good the bastards didn’t know who’d hired them. “Do what you can, but …”

He rubbed his forehead. They’d have to leave orbit shortly or face endless complaints from the new convoy. They were already pushing matters … he would have preferred to leave earlier and he would have, if he hadn’t wanted to give the crew a break. Should he remain behind and see what the planetary government did, or should he take them with him? Or …

“See what you can find out, before we go,” he ordered. “If they don’t know anything, hand them over to the local patrol. They can deal with them.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo let out a breath, then keyed his console to recall the crew ahead of time. No one was going to thank him for that – he’d already been nicknamed Captain Kid by the crew – but there was no choice. They were lucky they’d only planned for a few hours of leave before departure. If someone had left the city, it might be impossible to recall them until it was far too late. They were supposed to have their communicators with them at all times, but the rule wasn’t always followed.

Lieutenant Halloran returned, looking much better. “Sir, the doc gave me a clean bill of health.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Leo said. “Get the convoy organised. If nothing changes, we’ll be on our way shortly.”

“Yes, sir.”

Flower joined them, shortly afterwards. “There’s a lot of anger and resentment down there,” she said, simply. She wore an outfit that made her look like a common spacer, clearly female and yet not someone to be messed with, not unless someone was feeling suicidal. “A great deal of talk about armed resistance, or smuggling gangs becoming pirates, or other such nonsense. A great many spacers were muttering about having to take the certification and bitching about having to go to Yangtze, rather than take the exams on Getaway. It could become a problem.”

Leo frowned. “How big of a problem?”

“Impossible to say.” Flower shrugged. “People venting isn’t uncommon. Smart governments let people vent, for fear of what’ll happen if they let the problems fester. It’s possible they’ll get over it – it would be a good idea to set up a testing station here – but also possible that they’ll do something stupid. It didn’t help that the merchant skippers didn’t do anything about the law until they saw out the grace period, risking everyone’s legal right to work.”

Boothroyd stepped onto the bridge. “The interrogations were useless,” he said. “The attackers were paid, yes, but they didn’t recognise the names.  We ran them through the planetary database, such as it is, and drew a blank. They were given money, pointed at us, and told to get on with it. I doubt we can get anything more from them.”

Leo scowled. “The money is untraceable?”

“The cash will have passed through a dozen hands or more,” Flower confirmed. “Given enough time, we might be able to trace it back to the original source …”

“… Which is probably on another planet,” Boothroyd said. “We might get lucky. But I doubt it.”

Leo held up a hand. “A lone captain with a grudge, or something more sinister?”

“I’d go with the former,” Flower said. “A corporate rep would complain to the governor, not hire thugs.”

“Speak for yourself,” Boothroyd said. “Some reps wouldn’t hesitate to hire mercenaries to get rid of tricky little problems.”

“Right.” Leo took a breath. “We’ll depart as planned, and we’ll keep our eyes and ears open for trouble. If this was just a once-off …”

“It could be nothing,” Boothroyd agreed. “But they attacked a naval crew. That’s worrying.”

Leo nodded, curtly. He was tempted to demand the planetary government do more to track down the person who’d hired the thugs, but unless he was incredibly careless it wasn’t going to happen. Getaway wasn’t Earth, with an infrastructure that could monitor every last person on the planet and a police force that knew how to use it. A provocateur could remain out of sight long enough for Waterhen to depart, then make his way to the next system and vanish.

“Yeah,” he agreed. “But right now, there’s little we can do about it.”


Chapter Seventeen

Leo had hoped as the small convoy followed the jumplines to Ingalls that a pirate ship or two would attack to break the monotony, but he was unlucky. No starships, friendly or otherwise, materialised to assault the tiny convoy, leaving him doing paperwork, conducting emergency drills and a hundred and more other things that would make him unpopular with the crew but probably save their lives if they were attacked. Waterhen and the two freighters completed their jumps in good time, hopping and skipping through FTL until they finally reached their destination. Leo was perversely disappointed. The convoy’s plan had been public knowledge and deducing their most likely course hardly difficult for any trained navigator. The pirates either hadn’t had time to plan an ambush or realised that pitting themselves against a warship, even a small destroyer, was asking for trouble.

He leaned back in his chair as Ingalls appeared on the main display, orbited solely by a single transit station. Ingalls was a rough world, according to the files; the planet might be in the life-bearing zone but owing to a quirk of fate no actual life – not even microbes – had developed until the human explorers arrived and dumped a terraforming package on the surface. The explorers had to be kicking themselves, Leo reflected, once the first wave of colonists arrived and discovered what the first survey team had missed. Ingalls was surprisingly rich in rare metals, making the planet a valuable prize for almost any high-tech society, and the planet’s odd ecosystem was perfect for genetically engineered plants that produced rare biochemical materials. Leo frowned as more data flowed into the display. The files insisted Ingalls had almost no defences, beyond the transit station itself, but there was a small and growing network of automated orbital weapons platforms surrounding the planet. They might be outdated by modern standards, yet they should be enough to convince a pirate ship to try its luck elsewhere.

The files are more than a little outdated, he mused. He couldn’t blame the planet’s corporate masters for investing in its defence, when even a lone pirate ship could steal enough rare minerals and substances to set the crew up for life, but there was something about the arrangement that bothered him. Where did they get the weapons and why?

“Captain, the transit station is welcoming us to the system,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “And the planetary governor is inviting you to dinner.”

Leo had to smile. “How refreshingly informal,” he said. The invitation was pretty much compulsory, no matter how it was worded. It would be a rare captain who refused it, unless he was in the midst of dealing with a full-scale emergency. “Inform the planet that I’ll be down as soon as possible, with a single companion.”

“Aye, sir.”

“You have the bridge,” Leo said. There was no point in wasting time. The sooner they handed the freighters over to the locals, and checked to see if there were any freighters that needed an escort, the better. “Communicate with the local authorities, see if there’s any way we can send our crew down for a short period of leave.”

He stood and left the bridge, heading down to his cabin. He’d made sure to pack his dress uniform into a simple knapsack, allowing him to get changed on the surface before the dinner began. He sighed inwardly, figuring that the dinner wouldn’t be as informal as the invitation made it sound, and then turned to the hatch. The intercom bleeped before he could step outside.

“Sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “The planetary authorities have declined our request for shore leave.”

Leo’s eyes narrowed. That was odd. No planetary government ever voted into power would decline the chance to take spacers, rich in bonus money and poor in common sense, for everything they could get. Even planets that were strictly puritanical in outlook tended to look the other way when it brought in offworld currency they needed desperately. It was astonishing what could be overlooked, or tolerated, as long as it stayed in the red-light district and the common folk never saw a hint of it. He’d never heard of a world that didn’t allow any shore leave whatsoever, certainly not a settled world. It might make sense on an asteroid mining colony, but here?

“Odd,” he said, thoughtfully. “Did they say why?”

“No, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “They just declined the request.”

Leo scowled. “I’ll raise the issue with the planetary governor,” he said, as he stepped through the hatch. “Until then, tell the off-duty shifts they can have a staycation.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo could hear the disapproval in his XO’s voice. The crew wanted – needed – a few hours off the ship, without being surrounded by metal bulkheads and familiar faces; they needed a chance to get drunk, to get laid, and generally relax without their commander and his officers breathing down their necks. Leo wondered, grimly, if word of the incident on Getaway had reached Ingalls ahead of Waterhen, but it struck him as unlikely. There hadn’t been any ships heading that way, as far as he knew, and even if he was wrong a minor incident on one world wouldn’t cause any alarm a dozen or so light years away. It was very – very – odd.

“Captain,” Flower said. She was waiting in the shuttle, a knapsack resting beside her. “What happened?”

“No shore leave,” Leo said. He wasn’t expecting a mutiny – mutinies were very rare – but morale was going to be in the crapper for the next few weeks. Their timetable wasn’t fixed yet … maybe it would be wiser to head back to Yangtze, just to ensure the crew got the break they desperately needed. His voice dripped sarcasm. “It’s going to do wonders for morale.”

“I guess they saw us coming,” Flower said.

Leo shook his head as he took the pilot’s seat, disconnected from Waterhen and steered the shuttle towards the planet below. Ingalls looked decidedly strange, compared to Daybreak or Yangtze or nearly any other world; great sweeps of greenery, a little too bright for his peace of mind, contrasted sharply with sections that looked as brown and lifeless as Mars before the terraforming effort had begun in earnest. It puzzled him – the planet had a breathable atmosphere, although it was a little thin – and he made a mental note to look it up in the files and see what they said about it. Perhaps there was something down there, intentionally – or not – limiting the ecosystem’s spread. It would hardly be the first time the terraforming package had run into something that posed an unexpected challenge, something that slowed progress down to a crawl. In theory, the package could be left alone to do its work; in practice, it tended to need a certain degree of supervision and support before the process was finally completed.

He felt his mood darken as they flew towards the lone city. It was a strange mixture of stone houses, prefabricated houses and giant greenhouses, surrounded by plantations that looked as if they belonged in a historical novel, the kind of tissue-thin novel written by someone who romanticised the past and overlooked, deliberately or not, the grimy details that had made life hellish for those unfortunate enough to live there. He thought he spotted a handful of people working the fields, wearing environment suits, but it was hard to be sure. The shuttle flew over a primitive railway line – the engine also looked like something out of the grim and gritty past – and landed neatly in front of Government House.

“Interesting design,” Flower muttered.

Leo nodded, slowly. Government House looked like a strange cross between a mansion and a fairy tale castle. It managed to appear both tough and fragile, the latter almost certainly an illusion when the walls were probably reinforced by a modern compound that looked weak and yet was perfectly capable of standing up to anything short of a nuke. Leo was torn between amusement at the design and a certain flicker of disdain. He’d heard theories that grandiose architecture was good for society and that Earth’s descent into drab grey skyscrapers had played a major role in the social collapse of the 21st century, but building such a structure struck him as a waste of time and resources. The other buildings, not too far away, weren’t much better.

A young man, wearing a uniform that made him look like a walking dessert, saluted as they stepped out of the shuttle. The honour guard behind him snapped to attention. Leo tried not to show his irritation. The welcoming party would have been a little much even if he’d been a full captain, rather than a jumped-up young officer, and he couldn’t help thinking it looked a little ridiculous. He bit his lip to keep from smiling as he returned the salute, then allowed the young man to lead them to their suite. The interior was another strange combination of over-the-top luxury and ruthless practicality, as if the designer couldn’t make up his mind which way to go. Or if there had been more than one designer.

“The dinner party will commence in one hour from now,” the young man said, as he showed them their suite. “Do you require refreshment?”

“No, thank you,” Leo said. The room was absurdly luxurious, and there was only one bed. He mentally resigned himself to sleeping on the couch. “Just give us time to get washed and changed.”

“Interesting design,” Flower said, echoing her earlier words. She wandered around the suite in a manner that looked random, at least to the untrained eye, but allowed her to sweep the entire chamber for bugs. “And it looks as if we’re going to be sharing a bed.”

She turned, her hands making a warning sign. Bugs. Leo sucked in his breath, keeping his face impassive … somehow. They didn’t have privacy? Leo had spent years in training, years where privacy was vanishingly rare, and he’d learnt to treasure it, the few times he’d had it. The idea of a hotel that spied on its customers … the government building wasn’t a hotel, he reminded himself, but the principle was the same. Or was it? The government was little more than a façade, covering a cold corporate reality. The locals might see them as potential business partners, not naval officers or imperial representatives. Leo bit down – hard – on the sudden surge of anger. It was something to report to Governor Brighton and let him decide what to do about it.

He washed quickly, then changed into his dress uniform and waited – impatiently – for Flower to don a dress that somehow managed to make her look both innocent and alluring, coyly hinting at her curves from one angle while revealing plunging cleavage from another. Leo shook his head in awe. If he hadn’t known her, if he hadn’t watched her switch from being a sexy secretary to a disciplined naval officer and back again, he would have been very tempted to try his luck. As it was, he didn’t know who – or what – she really was. Flower was a role. Who was the actress underneath the role?

His mood didn’t improve as they were led down to the dining hall, where the guests were already milling about. Leo kept his face blank as a dozen men chattered to him, their conversation ranging from polite nothings to detailed complaints about shipping policy, the latter worded to suggest they blamed him personally for issues that had plagued the sector long before they’d been put back in touch with the rest of the known universe. He couldn’t help noticing that the women appeared to be having a far nicer time of it on the other side of the hall. Flower seemed to be very popular.

“I must say, I was very sorry to hear about the smuggled goods,” Governor Venture said. He was a tall man with an aristocrat mien, wearing a formal suit and holding himself as if he were a man of consequence. “There’s always someone who will attempt to break the rules.”

Leo nodded, stiffly.

“We also need you to bring in as many new settlers as possible,” the governor continued, changing the subject with practiced ease. “We have a persistent labour shortage and that limits our production …”

“You need to ask the governor to arrange for a recruitment effort,” Leo said. The files hadn’t suggested there was a manpower shortage, although they were outdated. “Or you could try recruiting directly, from the core worlds.”

“We have tried, but to no avail,” the governor said. “It isn’t easy to find workers prepared to take up limited contracts, rather than settlers. This world just isn’t suitable for long-term settlement.”

Leo gave him a sharp look. It was rare for settlers to migrate when there was no promise of a permanent home, let alone citizenship or the chance to enjoy the fruits of their labours. Very few wanted to move to a planet where they would always be second-class citizens, always at the whim of a corporate government that saw the average person as a cheap multifunctional tool. It was also rare for such a government to last, once the second or third generation started asking pointed questions about precisely why they had to serve the corporation, and why they weren’t allowed a say in their own government. Change was inevitable. The only question was just how much violence would be needed, before the world changed for good.

Governor Venture seemed to pick up on his mood. “What do you think of our world?”

“It’s strange, but beautiful,” Leo said. “You should be very proud.”

“We are,” Venture assured him. “The corporations and interstellar shipping lines have invested billions into this system, just to assure themselves – and the sector – a steady supply of rare minerals and biochemical compounds. We have even received notes of interest from interstellar megacorps that are expanding into the sector, with some very promising offers of financial support. It is vitally important that any threat to this system be headed off as quickly as possible.”

Leo kept his face blank. The tone was even, the words were reasonable, and yet his instincts were insisting it was a threat. If Venture was boasting of his connections …

“You’ll be our guest for a few days,” Venture told him. “Please let us show you our world.”

“My crew would also like to spend some time on the planet,” Leo said. “Why did you decline permission for my crew to take shore leave on your world?”

Venture didn’t seem surprised by the question, but Leo was sure he saw a flicker of irritation cross his face. The governor was not used to being questioned, Leo thought. And it was a question that would normally be very difficult to answer.

“We have had incidents, in the past, between visitors and permanent settlers,” Venture said, finally. “We determined, with full corporate agreement, that it would be better to forbid spacers from taking shore leave …”

The dinner bell rang. “You’ll be sitting with me,” Venture said, changing the subject once again. “You are the guest of honour.”

Leo didn’t feel very honoured as the dinner party wore on. The Academy had given him a degree of formal etiquette training – and he was a Grand Senator’s client, who could not afford to embarrass his patron at a formal event – but nothing had prepared him for the seemingly endless meal, from the small quantities of extremely fancy foods to the tedious dinner conversation and the long and self-congratulatory speeches from corporate officials who were trying too hard to be taken seriously. Leo remembered a piece of very old advice – if you have to tell everyone you’re an alpha man, you’re really not – and smiled inwardly, suspecting the officials had far less authority than they claimed. They drew their power from their corporate masters and they could lose it at any moment, if they made a tiny mistake that made their superiors look bad. He wondered, idly, which of the overdressed men in front of him would become the scapegoat for the smuggled goods. He rather hoped it was the man who was braying loudly as he ate his dinner. The woman beside him looked as if she would sooner be somewhere – anywhere – else.

It was late, very late, by the time the governor finally withdrew, signalling that the party was over. Leo waved to Flower, then headed back to the suite. It was hard not to feel a degree of frustration. The party had been a complete waste of time and they couldn’t even go back to the ship, at least not until the following morning. It would be very rude to leave early … Leo sighed inwardly. It would come back to haunt him, he was sure, judging by the number of times the governor had bragged of his off-world connections. Leaving a party early? It wasn’t a harmless little jest like murder.

A young maid stood outside the door, wearing a dress that left nothing to the imagination and an expression that suggested she was nervous. Leo gritted his teeth as she stepped closer to him, wrapping her arms around him and pressing her breasts into his chest. He was too tired to feel much of anything, and he certainly wasn’t going to take advantage of her. The poor maid’s body language hinted she didn’t want to be there. Her hand brushed his fingers, just for a second, and slipped a piece of paper into his hand. Leo tensed. She’d given him a message …

He stepped into the room, keeping his mouth closed, and opened the wardrobe, using the door as a cover as he opened the note and read it quickly. HELP US! COME WITH ME AT 0200! PLEASE! He glanced at the maid and saw absolute terror in her eyes, the fear of someone walking a tightrope over a shark pit … the fear of someone who knew she could fall off at any moment, through no fault of her own.

Leo nodded, once. It was 0130.


Chapter Eighteen

Leo could feel Flower’s eyes watching him as they waited for 0200, a hundred questions lurking behind her eyes that she didn’t dare ask, not when the room was bugged. Leo knew it was a gamble to even listen to the maid, let alone let her take them anywhere, but he was increasingly convinced something was very wrong on Ingalls. He keyed his communicator, sending a text-only message to the ship ordering Boothroyd to put the troopers on alert, then added a note cautioning his crew not to reply. It was Lieutenant Halloran’s duty to tell Leo he shouldn’t put his life at risk, if there was any risk, and Leo didn’t want to hear it.

He braced himself as the door opened, the maid tapping her lips and motioning them forward. Leo checked his sidearm automatically, then followed the maid as she led them down the corridor and paused in front of a large portrait of a corporate bigwig. She pulled on a hidden catch and the painting opened, revealing a door leading into a second – smaller – corridor. Leo felt a thrill of excitement, mingled with fear, as they kept walking. He’d heard stories about servant passageways – he’d always thought they were something akin to starship maintenance tubes – but he’d never actually seen them, until now. The walls were bare and barren, the air tainted with dust; the only source of light was a handful of cells embedded in the concrete roof, bright enough to drive back the darkness but too dim for his peace of mind. There was almost no sound, not even their own footsteps. He couldn’t help but find it a little eerie.

They went down a long flight of stairs and stepped out of another entrance, this one not hidden. The chamber looked like a cross between a common room and a kitchen; Leo guessed it was where the servants hung out, when they weren’t tending to their masters or catching what sleep they could. There was no one in sight, but a warm kettle on the stove suggested someone wasn’t that far away. He grimaced, trying to imagine what it must be like to be permanently at someone’s beck and call. Junior naval officers were expected to do as they were told, but at least they had the chance to move up the ladder and work their way towards a command of their own. The maid, still wearing an outfit right out of an erotic harem fantasy, would never be anything more than a serving maid … Leo felt a wave of sympathy, as he saw her skirt shift to reveal her behind. There was a difference between entering a House of Joy, where the staff were paid to be whatever the customer wanted them to be – as long as the money held out, of course – and someone actually trying to turn the fantasy into reality. It was …

The maid held up a hand and tapped her lips, then held out a pair of heavy coats. Leo pulled the coat over his uniform, then followed the maid through another door and into the open air, Flower brought up the rear as they headed away from the castle, walking through a series of ditches and hedgerows that concealed their movements from prying eyes. The air was disturbingly silent, without even a single night bird hooting as it flew through the trees. Leo looked up, wondering which of the twinkling lights was his ship, then forced himself to keep going. The maid wouldn’t go to so much trouble unless it was important.

It felt as if they had walked for hours, before they finally neared a barn – half-hidden in the undergrowth – and slowed to a halt. Leo felt his skin prickle as he saw a handful of others waiting, little more than shadows in the gloom. It crossed his mind that he might have made a mistake, that the maid might have led him right into a trap; he suppressed the sudden concern, telling himself his crew knew where he was. They’d track down and rescue them, if they really had walked right into their own kidnap, or take a terrible revenge if they couldn’t. The kidnappers wouldn’t live to regret it.

“Come in,” the maid said. Her voice was much more serious now, as she led the way into the barn. The door closed behind them. “I’m sorry for the cloak and dagger act.”

A light flared. Leo blinked hard. Four men were facing him, wearing hardscrabble outfits and harder faces. Their eyes were grim, desperately worried … Leo felt his eyes widen as he realised one was wearing a shipsuit that had clearly seen better days. His eyes narrowed a moment later. If the man had a shipsuit …

“We need your help,” the leader said. “Please.”

Leo met his eyes, trying hard to keep his voice calm. “What is actually going on?”

“We were told we’d be resettled on Rocha,” the leader said. “Instead, we found ourselves here … as indentured slaves. They told us we had to work to repay our debt and killed anyone who tried to argue and …”

“Shit.”

Leo recalled the missing colonist-carriers and felt his blood run cold. The governor had complained about a lack of manpower … were they so desperate, he asked himself, that they were turning pirate and looting colonist-carriers? Or were they simply careful not to ask any questions, when the pirates arrived with an offering of indentured slaves. It wasn’t uncommon for criminals to be offered the chance of going into indenture on a distant world, instead of being imprisoned or dropped on a penal colony, and while the system was prone to being abused few cared enough to try to fix it. The indentured colonists were criminals, after all, and if they hadn’t wanted to be deported they shouldn’t have chosen a life of crime. But if the workers were from a colonist-carrier …

Flower leaned forward. “Tell us what’s happening, please.”

Leo listened, grimly, as the story spilled out. The planet’s overlords had no interest in establishing a settler population that would eventually challenge their mastery, a challenge the corporation could only lose. Instead, they’d started bringing in indentured servants … on paper, he was sure, a temporary measure, but like most such measures it had lasted much longer than anyone had planned. The workers had been told they had to repay their debts and yet, somehow, the debts just kept mounting up. It wasn’t a very stable arrangement, but the corporations didn’t care. Ingalls was just too rough an environment to support a rebel movement for long.

“Anyone who asks too many questions gets sent to the mines,” the maid said. The hatred in her voice was almost painfully evident. “That’s what happened to my brother.”

“I see,” Leo said. He looked at Flower. “I suppose that explains why they weren’t interested in letting the crew take shore leave here …”

He forced himself to think. Legally, the corporations hadn’t so much crossed the line as they’d driven an entire armoured division over it. It was one thing to make settlers repay the cost of being shipped hundreds of light years from their homeworld to the new colony, quite another to rig the system to ensure the colonists remained permanently in debt. And taking settlers who had been kidnapped by pirates … he shook his head in disbelief. The trial was going to be a formality. The slavedrivers would be lucky if they were given a chance to speak their piece before they were put in front of a wall and shot …

Or would they?

Leo shuddered. Governor Venture had bragged of his connections. It was just possible the corporations would bring pressure to bear against Governor Brighton, insisting they’d had no choice and demanding a retroactive exemption from interstellar law. Leo had no idea if they’d get away with it or not, but they could certainly muddy the water. If they managed to convince the governor that they’d had no idea the indentured servants had been kidnapped – Leo could just imagine a corporate lawyer insisting that of course the criminals would insist they were innocent – or simply blame everything on Venture and his cronies, the real villains would get away with it. Leo honestly wasn’t sure what to do. The law was a little vague, intentionally so. It went against the grain to simply return to his ship and take the issue to higher authority, and yet he suspected that was what he was supposed to do.

“My wife had a son,” the leader said, quietly. “Is he going to have to grow up here?”

“No,” Leo said. The arrangement was thoroughly illegal. He was sure of that, even if he wasn’t sure of anything else. Given some time, he could put together an argument that justified doing something the corporations couldn’t fix … it might cost him his career, but he didn’t want to keep it if that meant turning a blind eye to such crimes. The maid looked years older, now she didn’t have to keep up the façade of being permanently young, and the rebel leader didn’t look any better. “I’ll get you out of here ….”

Something exploded, far too close to him. Someone swore.

A voice thundered through the air. “COME OUT WITH YOUR HANDS UP OR BE SHOT DOWN!”

Leo tapped his communicator, sending the emergency signal. He’d seen too much. Governor Venture might be a boor, dependent on his connections to climb the ladder, but Leo doubted he was stupid. Leo had slipped out of his suite at night and left the castle and … no, Venture would arrange for his death and blame everything on the rebels. The story would be complete bullshit, about as convincing as a young midshipman’s explanation of just how he’d managed to screw up so badly everything was an absolute mess, but it might seem plausible from hundreds of light years away. Leo rather doubted anyone from Daybreak would conduct more than a cursory investigation. Even his patron might be unconcerned, if he knew – now – why Leo had been promoted and sent to the edge of explored space.

“This way,” the maid hissed. She tugged back a pile of sacks, revealing a hidden tunnel. “Hurry!”

Flower held her sidearm at the ready as she followed the maid into the darkness. Leo followed, gritting his teeth as the earthen smell threatened to overcome him. He wasn’t claustrophobic – there were aspects of naval service that would’ve been impossible to handle, if he were– but there was something uniquely terrifying about the tunnel. The ground beneath his fingers felt loose, dangerously so. It was a minor miracle the explosion, whatever it had been, hadn’t collapsed the tunnel. The next one still might …

He heard shooting and forced himself to speed up, clambering out of the tunnel into a plantation. The barn was on fire … he glanced back, as brilliant lights swept through the air, and saw a handful of armed men standing outside, shooting into the burning building. Another shudder ran through the ground … he cursed under his breath as he realised the tunnel had collapsed, trapping anyone who had been trying to get out after them. The spotlights shifted, sweeping across the plantation … Leo aimed his sidearm and fired once, shooting out the closest spotlight. The enemy soldiers weren’t very well trained, he noted, as the spotlight blinked out. Instead of trying to cut the escapees off, they merely opened fire.

“Stay down,” he hissed, as they crawled away. Bullets cracked above their heads, tearing branches and snapping through leaves. The shooting was too high to have a hope of hitting anyone, even if they’d been standing upright, but it made it harder for them to get clear before it was too late. “Conserve your ammo.”

Flower grinned at him, despite the enemy troops right behind them. “Next time, I want to bring an entire bag of ammunition.”

Leo nodded, curtly, as the shooting died away. It wasn’t a good sign. Someone on the other side was actually thinking, getting ready to launch his troops into the foliage after them. Leo had no idea how many enemy troops there were, but there were twenty bullets remaining in his sidearm – and Flower could not be carrying more than a spare clip or two – and that meant they were on the verge of running out of ammunition. They could kill a man with every bullet they fired and still lose. And they’d be murdered if they were caught. There was no point in trying to surrender when the governor had to have them killed, if he wanted to keep his head on his shoulders. He’d been committed from the moment his troops had tried to engage the rebels.

“Keep moving,” he said. He’d sent the emergency signal, but … how long would it take for Boothroyd to get organised and get underway? The troopers had been ordered to relax, damn it. Leo hoped to hell they hadn’t done something stupid, perhaps involving alcohol. “If we can get clear …”

He heard a group of men coming after them and fired a single shot in their direction. It wasn’t easy to be a sharpshooter with a handgun, and he hadn’t had a chance to be sure of his target, but hopefully the shot would force them to slow down even if it missed. They had to keep moving, they had to … the world exploded with blue-white light, every muscle in his body twitching helplessly as the nerve grenade detonated, hammering his body with little electric shocks. His sidearm went flying as his legs locked, sending him plunging to the ground. Flower seemed to take it better – he wondered, not for the first time, just how much additional training she’d had, much less possible physical enhancements – but there were limits. Leo didn’t pretend to understand how nerve grenades actually worked, yet his instructors had been very clear on what’d happen if you were caught in the blast. Unless you were wearing proper armour, or were boosted well past the legal limit, you’d be on the floor, your entire body jerking around like a puppet dangling from twisted strings. It gave him no pleasure to learn his instructors had been right.

There was no point in any sort of exposure therapy, he thought, grimly. They’d been introduced to gas and hard vacuum, under controlled conditions, but nerve grenades? There was no point. Repeated exposure didn’t do anything remotely practical, beyond reminding cadets of the dangers. We just had to learn …

His head twisted, painfully. He shuddered as he saw men running towards him, wearing light – and unmarked – armour. They were about to die, to be murdered on a slave world … their deaths blamed on rebels, to ensure the secret stayed that way and the slavemasters could keep working their slaves to death. Dismay swept over him, followed by grief. He’d known he could die at any moment, from the moment he’d started his naval career, and yet it seemed utterly pointless to die here, far from his ship. He’d thought himself prepared for the possibility of being on a ship, when she was destroyed, but this … it was a shitty way to die.

Light flared, again. “PUT DOWN YOUR GUNS OR WE WILL OPEN FIRE,” Boothroyd bellowed. The shuttle had come down hard, the drives barely kicking in a moment before the craft would have slammed into the ground. “THERE WILL BE NO SECOND WARNING!”

Leo shivered, hoping to hell the enemy had the brains to surrender. The shuttle wasn’t a standard assault shuttle, but the engineers had rigged up machine guns, plasma cannons and rocket launchers, enough firepower to make a ghastly mess of everyone in the area – including him – if they opened fire. Would the enemy think they could down the shuttle? That would be harder to cover up – Waterhen would be overhead, providing top cover – but the governor had to be desperate. If he’d even realised what was happening …

He breathed a sigh of relief as he heard the sound of guns falling to the ground. His body felt stiff and sore, cramped in all the wrong places; he resisted the temptation to try to move, even though he knew he had to get the blood flowing again as soon as possible. Boothroyd and his men would have very real trouble telling friend from foe, to the point they might stun him again – or worse – if they mistook him for an enemy trying to get into firing position. The old jokes about low-ranking officers having a chance to push higher-rankers around, and making the most of it, were no longer funny. But at least they were alive.

“Sir,” Boothroyd said, suddenly at his side. “Can you get up?”

Leo gritted his teeth and tried. The cramping grew worse, then faded as he pushed himself forward. Boothroyd put out a hand to help steady him; Leo brushed it away, telling himself he couldn’t appear weak. The enemy troops were kneeling on the ground, hands on their heads … a wave of hatred shot though Leo, a sudden urge to have them all killed. They weren’t soldiers, fighting to defend their society, but enforcers of a regime that rested on slavery. And Leo would bet good money that none of them owned a single slave.

“Barely,” he managed. Flower was clearly in pain, as was the maid. She was whimpering as one of the troops helped her to her feet. “They just crossed a line.”

“Yes, sir,” Boothroyd said. There was no mockery in his tone, but Leo felt a flash of anger regardless. It was hard to focus, when his body was so stiff and sore. “What do you intend to do?”

Leo forced himself to stand straighter. “I’m going to put an end to it.”


Chapter Nineteen

Leo keyed the communicator as soon as he was on the shuttle. “Lieutenant Halloran, go to full tactical alert,” he ordered. Governor Venture would have to be insane to fire on Waterhen, but the man had crossed so many lines it was quite possible he’d think nothing of crossing one more. “If the orbital defences go active, you are authorised to open fire without warning.”

There was a long pause. “Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said, finally. “Ah, I …”

Leo understood. “If you are unable to clear space of active threats, or the ship is in serious danger, you are to jump out and head straight for the nearest naval base – not Yangtze – and report to whoever is in command there. They can send a battle squadron to investigate our fate and bring the guilty to justice.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said.

“Stay watchful,” Leo said. “And keep recording.”

He kept speaking as the troopers filed back onto the shuttles, leaving the bound and helpless enemy soldiers to the rebels. Leo didn’t particularly care if the rebels killed them, although he did warn them that the guards would need to be interrogated to determine what was actually happening on Ingalls – and just who had been issuing their orders. The men had been nothing more than enforcers, and they probably didn’t have the training to recognise an illegal order or the nerve to refuse it. Leo would have been sorrier for them if he hadn’t had to deal with the consequences. Just how many indentured workers – slaves – had been put to work until they dropped on Ingalls?

They might not have bothered to keep accurate records, Leo thought, grimly. The corporations might have been able to secure a degree of legal absolution, if they’d made a big show of not keeping de facto slaves past the incorporation, but instead they’d kept going even though they could no longer claim ignorance of the law. Did they even bother to bury the dead or did they just feed the bodies into a matter recycler?

Boothroyd met his eyes. “How do you intend to proceed?”

Leo forced himself to think. The law really was a little vague, although the attempt to murder a naval officer performing his duties did clear things up a little. Technically, he should ask the sector governor for a writ to move against a planetary governor, but he didn’t have much time and he did have all the evidence he needed to move immediately. And if he acted quickly, Governor Venture wouldn’t have time to pin the blame on a subordinate who had committed suicide, somehow shooting himself in the back several times. Nor would he have time to rally his connections and use them to get himself a free pass.

“We go in, arrest the governor and the other bigwigs, and then pass judgement on them,” Leo said. The action would be technically legal, as long as the sector governor didn’t overrule him, but what the sector governor didn’t know he couldn’t forbid. He might not be very pleased if Leo presented him with a fait accompli, yet there’d be nothing he could do about it. Probably. “And let the chips fall where they may.”

He glanced at Flower, who nodded shortly, then back at the pilot. “Take off,” he ordered. “And fly straight towards the castle.”

“Yes, sir.”

Leo gritted his teeth as the shuttle rose into the air and headed west. They’d walked further than he’d thought, during their midnight adventure, but the shuttle could cover the same distance in minutes. Seconds, really, if they risked bringing up the main drive in the planet’s atmosphere. Leo had no intention of giving that order, not when there were people on the ground with itchy trigger fingers. They might panic and launch a man-portable hypersonic missile – if they had one – at the shuttle, blowing the craft to atoms before the pilot realised they were under attack. Waterhen would take a terrible revenge, but Leo and the rest of the crew would still be dead.

He keyed the console, switching to the universal channel, as the distance narrowed. “This is Captain Morningstar of the Daybreak Navy,” he said. “Governor Venture and his supporters are under arrest for multiple breaches of interstellar law, including charges of human trafficking, human slavery and assaults on naval personnel. Further charges may develop, after a careful review of their records. By the authority vested in me, I am moving to take them into custody.

“I extend this offer to the planetary military and police personnel. If you stand down and offer no resistance, we will not hold you accountable for following orders that broke interstellar law. We will not seek to charge you, or to punish you, if you let it end now. If you offer any sort of resistance, active or passive, we will regard you as willing collaborators and deal with you accordingly. There will be no further warnings. Stand down now or face the full weight of the law.”

Boothroyd glanced at him, but waited until he closed the channel to speak. “If they don’t listen …?”

Leo grimaced. Governor Venture had been the Governor. Defying him – even over a very minor matter – would be disastrous for a humble corporate trooper’s career. Leo wouldn’t have cared to tell a fleet admiral that his orders were illegal, even though Daybreak had a strong tradition of protecting junior officers who spoke out. His career was clear proof just how cunning some seniors could be, when it came to penalising juniors who irritated or embarrassed them. He could hardly blame the corporate troops for following orders, when there’d had no other choice, but now …

“Give them hell.”

“Yes, sir!”

He leaned forward as the building came into view, their shuttle still sitting on the landing pad. The pilot’s sensors were picking up weapons emplacements … Leo recalled his earlier puzzlement and frowned inwardly, now all too aware of precisely why the government building looked like a castle. They had known there were rebels out there, men and women desperate enough to take the risk of trying to storm the building, perhaps aided and abetted by people inside the walls. Leo wondered, suddenly, just how long the maid – he made a mental note to ask her name – had been a rebel spy. It had been a hell of a gamble to approach him, but it had paid off for her. Perhaps …

“The defences aren’t going active, sir,” the pilot said.

“Get us down as quickly as possible,” Boothroyd said. “Before some idiot pulls a trigger.”

Leo nodded as the shuttle dropped like a stone. They were far too close to the building for the defences to need active scanners, certainly not to take aim and blow the shuttle to atoms. Even a SAM from the Great War would be enough, if it were fired at point-blank range. There would be no warning, no time to dodge … he breathed a sigh of relief as the shuttle crashed down, then checked his sidearm. His body might still be aching from those horrible nerve grenades – he wanted a long bath and a longer sleep – but he was damned if he wasn’t going to be there when they took Governor Venture into custody.

“Stay behind me,” Boothroyd said, firmly. “This is my turf.”

“Understood.” Leo wanted to argue, but there wasn’t time. And besides, Boothroyd was right. “Let’s go.”

The hatch opened, the troopers flowing out and heading to the main doors. Leo followed in their wake, Flower bringing up the rear … hoping and praying his message had gotten through. It should have been heard – everyone was meant to monitor the universal band – but there was no way to be sure. Boothroyd was right. All it would take to start a bloodbath would be a single idiot with a gun, or someone who believed Governor Venture’s promises of freedom and wealth if he engaged the incoming troopers. Or someone who was too implicated to have any hope of freedom, if he were captured … Leo felt his skin itch, all too aware of the orbiting firepower. If the enemy was so desperate …

They swept through the corridors, heading up the stairs to the master bedroom. A handful of servants were caught and secured, left bound until they could be collected and interrogated later. There might be more rebel spies amongst them, potential allies for any future government, but he dared not take chances.  Some might be willing collaborators, or simply think they had nowhere else to go. Leo was surprised Governor Venture wasn't at least trying to slow them down. But then, he didn’t have anywhere to go either.

Boothroyd kicked down the door and charged into the governor’s office. It was very early in the morning, and Leo had expected Governor Venture to be in his nightwear, but instead he was sitting behind his desk, wearing the same formal suit he’d worn earlier. Leo felt a hot flash of anger – the governor looked in better state than Leo, even though Governor Venture was far older – which he ruthlessly suppressed. They had to do everything by the book. Leo had no doubt the governor would have the best lawyers money could buy, and the slightest mistake could end badly …

“Can I help you?”

Leo kept his voice under tight control. “Governor Venture, by the authority vested in me by the Daybreak Navy, I am placing you under arrest for multiple breaches of interstellar law,” he said. There was a procedure for arresting planetary governors – or high-ranking figures in general – although they were rarely used outside mock proceedings to demonstrate, to cadets, the full scope of their authority. “I am obliged to inform you that you are currently suspended and will remain so if and until you are cleared of all charges, and any attempt to make use of your gubernatorial authority will be noted and held against you at your trial. You are also ordered to turn over all encryption keys, authorisation codes, and warn investigators of any measures you or others might have taken to prevent access to your living space, files, or personal possessions.

“I am further obliged to inform you that you will be held in custody under strict observation and anything you say or do will be entered into the record and possibly wind up being used as evidence against you; any attempt to bribe, intimidate or otherwise discomfit your captors will also be held against you, possibly giving rise to further charges regardless of the outcome of the original legal proceedings. A full outline of your legal rights will be provided as soon as possible, and you may request an attorney once you are transferred to the holding facility.”

He paused, trying to recall the rest of the formal warning. “We will endeavour to treat you as decently as circumstances allow, but if you misbehave or do anything that poses a threat to your captors you will be restrained or sedated, after which your conduct will be noted and further charges may be filed. Do you understand these rights as I have listed them?”

Governor Venture seemed unconcerned. “You do realise you’re making a very big mistake?”

Leo met his eyes. “You are running a slave colony,” he said, flatly. “At the very least, you trafficked with pirates and didn’t bother to ask any questions about just where they found their indentured workers; at worst, you did ask those questions and you simply didn’t care. There is enough evidence to bury you, or – at the very least – ensure you spend a very long time in prison. Given your age, it is unlikely you will see freedom again.”

“We shall see,” Governor Venture said. “Governor Brighton himself signed off on our methods.”

“If that were true, you wouldn’t have bothered to hide the reality,” Leo said, flatly. There was no point in lying when you didn’t have to, and Governor Venture didn’t strike him as the kind of person who lied for fun. “And even if he did, he has no legal authority to permit an exemption from interstellar law.”

“I do have friends in high places,” Governor Venture said. “You really are making a very big mistake.”

“If you say so,” Leo said. He held out a hand. “Your code keys, please?”

Governor Venture shrugged and held out a pair of datachips. Leo took them, then nodded to Boothroyd. The troopers cuffed the governor – former governor – and marched him out of the room, back to the shuttle. They’d make sure no one had a chance to speak to him, let alone ask for orders. Hopefully, with Governor Venture on his way to the brig, and his power thoroughly broken, some of his supporters would testify against him, in hopes of securing a reduction in their own sentence. Leo was fairly certain he wasn’t the kind of man to inspire personal loyalty in anyone.

His communicator buzzed. “Sir, we have reports of riots in some of the other buildings,” Abigail said. “And several local notables are screaming for help.”

Leo rubbed his forehead. He should have expected it. The manservants and serving girls hadn’t liked being de facto slaves, and now that Governor Venture was a broken reed they were taking the chance to rise and take revenge for how they’d been treated. He was tempted to look the other way, but … he shook his head. They had to impose at least some order before the entire planet tore itself apart, leaving the government in ruins and rendering the system hopelessly vulnerable if - when - pirates attacked.  He had broken it, and now he owned it.

“Tell the notables that they are to make their way to Government House, if they can, or request a pick-up if not,” he said. “And tell the troops they are to take the notables into custody … no, treat them as if they’re under arrest. We can hold them until tempers cool and we can decide what to do about them.”

“Aye, sir.”

“It won’t be easy,” Flower said, quietly. “I never had a chance to tell you this, sir, but there’s a lot of anger bubbling under the surface.”

“I can believe it,” Leo said. “What were they thinking?”

“None of the women thought they’d be spending the rest of their lives here,” Flower said. “I don’t think they really thought at all …”

Leo shook his head, then passed her Governor Venture’s keys. “Go through the records, see what you can find,” he said. He yawned, suddenly. “Get some rest, if you need, but otherwise … let me know if you find anything interesting.”

“Get some sleep yourself,” Flower advised.

“Hah.” Leo didn’t want to admit it, but the nerve grenade had taken a lot out of him. He hadn’t felt so tired and sore since the first time he’d been put through unarmed combat training, back when he’d been a sixteen-year-old know-it-all who didn’t. The streets had taught him a lot, but his unarmed combat instructor had taught him that half of what he’d learnt on the streets was useless if he faced someone who knew what he was doing and the other half was extremely dangerous. “I’ll see what I can do.”

He forced himself to wander through the mansion, now the troopers had emptied out the servants and moved them to a warehouse on the other side of the landing pad. It wasn’t much of a makeshift holding camp, but it would have to do. There just weren’t enough troops to cover the camp, protect the mansions and impose law and order on the rest of the city. He paused and stared out the window, spotting smoke billowing up in the distance. A mansion – probably – was on fire. He hoped the inhabitants had made it out, but feared they hadn’t. There was just too much resentment for any hope of a peaceful settlement.

It was hard to keep going, slipping through chambers that were the height of luxury and living quarters that made military barracks look like expensive hotels. What sort of mind, he asked himself, would expect a servant to bed down with the dogs? It suggested a lack of concern for basic decency, combined with a grim certainty the servants weren’t actually human. There was nothing like it on Daybreak. The sheer level of entitlement made Francis Blackthrone look humble. And Leo had thought him the most spoilt of spoiled brats.

He made his way back to his suite and staggered inside, heedless of his own safety. The lights were on and … there was a shape in his bed. He blinked … Flower? No, the dark hair belonged to someone else, the nameless maid. She sat up in bed and stared at him. Leo was too tired not to stare back. He’d thought they’d left the maid with the rebels …

“I walked,” she said, before he even realised he needed to ask how she’d gotten back to Government House. “Do you want to …”

Leo hesitated. He was tired and sore, and yet she was beautiful and … he shook his head. His cock had gotten him into quite enough trouble. Besides, he wasn’t convinced the maid really wanted him. The rebels could have sent her to get close to him, or she might think she owed him, or … she had spent most of her adult life in a world where she was little more than property, her body belonging to the man who owned her contract. She might think that was the way things were supposed to be … and it was disgusting. There was no way in hell he was going to take advantage of anyone like that, no matter how much he wanted her.

“No, thank you,” he said. He had a headache. He did. “But what’s your name?”

“Mary,” the maid said. “I can go …”

“You can have the bed,” Leo said. He sat on the sofa, took off his boots, and lay down. “I’ll see you in the morning.”


Chapter Twenty

“You can put the police and guardsmen to work in the fields, if you wish,” Leo said, to the closest thing the rebels had to a leader, a guy who’d given his name as “Just Greg.” “We can’t ship them out, at least in a hurry, and we can’t allow you to kill them all. In addition, you cannot kill or otherwise punish the families of the guilty men. That would cause too many problems.”

The rebel leader glowered at him. Leo stared back, torn between agreement and a grim awareness he couldn’t let the rebels go too far. The sector government was going to have real problems determining what belonged to who, much less who was ultimately responsible for the planet’s government – and, by extension, owned the mining and farming equipment. And a slaughter would only tip the balance against the rebels. It was quite possible Governor Brighton would order the navy to take possession of the planet, on the grounds the rebels had also broken interstellar law, and such an order would leave Leo with no wiggle room at all. It was bad enough that the planet technically belonged to the corporations. It would be a great deal harder to come to terms if the rebels killed hundreds of innocent women and children.

Greg leaned forward. “And you expect us to just let them get away with it?”

Leo rubbed his eyes. Mary had been a font of information, once she’d realised Leo saw her as a person rather than a walking piece of ass … and even that, from what she’d said, would be kinder than anything her former masters had thought of her. The managers had been bad enough, treating people as interchangeable tools to be used until they broke and then discarded, but their wives had almost been worse. They’d treated their servants with a brutality born of feeling stranded on the wretched world, isolated from their friends and families back home. Leo couldn’t understand why they’d chosen to punish the servants … he shook his head. It didn’t matter. The important thing, right now, was to avoid an atrocity the corporations could use to convince Governor Brighton to overlook their crimes.

“If you want to bring charges against individual people, you may do so,” Leo said. “However, I must strongly advise you not to hurt them – and, when a ship arrives to take them off-world, that you let them go.”

“We will not be surrendering this planet again,” Greg told him. “You make that clear to your masters.”

Leo nodded, although he feared Greg’s position was little more than mindless bravado. The corporate guards and policemen hadn’t had anything going for them, besides weapons and mindless brutality, and they hadn’t stood a chance once the orbital defences had been neutralised. The servants and slaves had risen, tearing some of their former masters apart and forcing others to run away, seeking a safety that was now largely illusory. The rebels looked tough, yes, but they’d be at a serious disadvantage if the Imperial Navy was forced to intervene. The starships would smash any large gathering of rebels from orbit, and ground troops would mop up what remained.

“I will tell them,” Leo said. “And I will also arrange for the unwilling settlers to be repatriated.”

Greg nodded stiffly, then stormed out of the makeshift command post. Leo had chosen not to use Government House, not least because Flower and a handful of techs were prowling the building, trying to find hidden records and copy them before Waterhen moved on and any remaining collaborators tried to destroy evidence of their collaboration. A great many corporate officials and their agents were dead or in custody, but a handful remained unaccounted for. They might be dead, their bodies lost under the remnants of their mansions, or they might be biding their time, planning to cause trouble. Leo shook his head as he studied the report. What the hell had they been thinking? It was just madness.

Flower stuck her head through the door. “Can I come in?”

“Yeah, sure,” Leo said. A full-sized starship would have a legal team, a handful of mid-ranking officers who could serve as a provisional government, handle basic trials and generally keep the colony running smoothly until the precise question of who owned it was settled. “If I ever tell you I feel like going into colony administration, feel free to slap me.”

“It’s normally not such a mess,” Flower said. She pushed the door closed, then sat facing him. “There have been some interesting discoveries in the files.”

Leo leaned forward. “Anything incriminating?”

Flower frowned. “It depends on what you call incriminating,” she said. “The records regarding indentured settlers are vague to the point of uselessness, just enough to pass the automated screening tests without telling us anything practical. It doesn’t look as if anyone bothered to check the records manually, when the transport ships arrived with new settlers, or to confirm their stories. Or lack thereof. Reading between the lines, my guess is that the planetary authorities accepted the new settlers and created fake files to disguise their true origin.”

“You mean, they had dealings with whoever had originally hijacked their ships,” Leo said, curtly. It was vaguely possible the colonists had never been intended to go anywhere else, but that was extremely unlikely. Daybreak wouldn’t be able to separate ethnic groups, and impose peace through mass deportation, if the deported minority thought they were going to be enslaved. “Are there any records left from those ships?”

“Not as far as I can tell,” Flower said. “I did speak to some of the former colonists. They were a minority group on Wayland, before they were offered a chance to settle on a new colony somewhere along the Rim, but they didn’t know much else. They were just farmers, really. They went onto the ship, got into the stasis pods, and got taken out here. And that was it.”

“Shit,” Leo said. It was going to be a political and legal nightmare. “Do they want to stay here?”

“Some do, some don’t.” Flower shrugged. “It may take some time to sort it all out.”

She paused. “There were two other interesting pieces of data. The first is that a number of technical experts, of one kind or another, were supposed to be accompanying the colony mission. None of those experts wound up here. I checked around and there’s also a number of techs who should be here, who are listed on the books, but they’re nowhere to be found. Ingalls is actually pretty short of trained techs …”

Leo sucked in his breath. “A con, to trick the corporations into paying wages to men who simply don’t exist? Or something more sinister?”

“I don’t know,” Flower said. “Their accounting is a right mess. It may take weeks or months to sort out where the money was actually going, or indeed if the techs existed at all …”

“Charming,” Leo muttered. It was an old trick, one common to many corrupt planetary militias. The officers told their superiors they had twice as many men as they actually had, then pocketed the additional wages themselves. He’d been cautioned never to take anything he saw on the planetary rolls for granted, at least until he saw the men in person. It was astonishing just how many units were seriously undermanned. “Can you ask around, see who might know them …?”

“I will,” Flower said. “Mary and her peers might know something.”

She winked. “She’s quite taken with you, you know.”

Leo scowled. There was no world in which not bedding a woman who didn’t want to be bedded made you a hero, or indeed anything other than a decent young man. He wasn’t sure if Mary had assumed he’d be just as bad as the old master, or she’d been running a secret test of character, or … who knew? Perhaps, if he hadn’t been so tired and sore, he would have been more interested in her. But then, he might also have been more aware of just how difficult his life could become, if he’d been wrong about what was going on here.

“See what she knows,” he said. “Anything else?”

“Ingalls purchased a great deal of defensive gear from Yangtze,” Flower said. “And a bunch of that has gone missing too.”

Leo sucked in his breath. That was very bad. If they were lucky, it had never existed and – once again – some damned corrupt officer had pocketed the cash and messed with the files to conceal the theft. If they weren’t lucky … they’d see the weapons and God alone knew what else, pointed right at them.

“Fuck,” he muttered. “Did it ever really exist?”

“The files say so,” Flower said. “I spent some time looking for discrepancies, the kind of inconsistencies that might indicate that someone used a CYA code to … well, cover their asses, but I found nothing. That might be meaningless, of course.”

Leo nodded, curtly. CYA codes – backdoor passes into the command datacores – were technically illegal, but it was a rare supply officer who didn’t have at least one way to create a false data trail, if something went wrong and he needed to cover his ass in a hurry. It was one of the little issues that didn’t cause problems, his tutors had told him, until it did … and all hell broke loose. It would have made more sense, he’d thought at the time, not to blame senior officers for incidents they hadn’t known about until it was too late, but … he shook his head. The department head was responsible for everything that happened in his department, no matter what.

“Fuck,” he said, again. “If that material fell into pirate hands …”

He gritted his teeth. “Do we even have a list?”

“Yes.” Flower passed him a datachip. “It all came from Yangtze.”

“There must have been some pretty big bribes,” Leo muttered. Ingalls was a valuable planet, but much of its value lay in rare metals that had to be mined and bioengineered plants that had to be harvested. It wouldn’t be that easy for the pirates to raid the planet and take whatever they pleased, certainly not without a long occupation that could easily end badly. It was far more likely the planet had paid protection money instead. “Did the Governor sign off on it?”

“The files aren’t clear,” Flower said. “I wouldn’t care to bet against it, though.”

“We’ll check when we get back,” Leo said. “Make sure you copy everything to the ship’s datacores. We’ll forward copies to the core worlds, when we have a chance.”

Flower nodded. “Got it.”

Leo slipped the datachip into his reader as she left, running his eye down the list of missing equipment. It wasn’t easy for pirates to get their hands on modern equipment, or to upgrade civilian gear to the point it could be used in a military role, and most pirate ships tended to be outmatched even if they outweighed the military ship hunting them. Leo was fairly sure Waterhen could take out a pirate light cruiser, and also give a pirate heavy cruiser a very hard time, though a comparable ship operated by a military crew would have no trouble killing the destroyer. But if they had some modern equipment … the listed material wasn’t quite top-grade, yet it was still quite enough to cause real trouble. He almost hoped someone had faked the messages and pocketed the cash. Corruption was bad enough, but aiding and abetting the enemies of humanity was worse.

Far worse.

He put the thought aside as he completed his report, then stood and made his way to the makeshift POW camp. It was little more than a network of barbed wire, surrounding a cluster of tents, but it was far better for the prisoners than being left at the tender mercies of their former servants. Leo had seen the reports, covering atrocities that rivalled the horrors regularly perpetrated by pirate crews, and shuddered in disgust. One particularly unpleasant man had had his penis cut off and stuffed in his mouth – Leo didn’t want to think about it – and an overbearing woman had been mutilated … Leo had been careful not to ask too many questions about just who’d done it, and ensured that the bodies were cremated before anyone on Yangtze could demand their return for a proper burial, but if those actions got out there would be problems.

Boothroyd nodded to him. “No real trouble, sir,” he reported. “The local guards have been cautioned to treat the prisoners decently, at least until they can be shipped out. I’d be happier having the camp further from town, but …”

“Yeah.” Leo couldn’t disagree, although they’d had to balance the camp’s safety with the need to have it fairly close to the city. “Let’s hope it stays out of sight and out of mind.”

“I’d be happier leaving a guard here, if we had the manpower,” Boothroyd admitted. “The locals aren’t professional soldiers.”

Leo couldn’t disagree. The rebel army was as ragtag a bunch as he had ever seen … hell, calling it an army was stretching credulity to the breaking point. They’d had an effective intelligence network, but very few weapons and almost no ability to fight back effectively. Compared to the grand insurgencies Daybreak had had to quell on a dozen worlds, the locals were puny, hardly worth mentioning. In some ways, it worked in their favour – it would be hard for the corporations to insist they were under such intense pressure as to impose extreme security – but it would gnaw at them. They’d won their freedom through recruiting help, not through an uprising. Leo doubted they’d recover in a hurry.

“We have little choice,” Leo said. He’d didn’t have a platoon he could leave behind and anything smaller was asking for trouble. They could be overwhelmed and wiped out, or simply imprisoned, if the locals decided they wanted to kill the prisoners. It would be a declaration of war, and Daybreak would punish them, but the Marines would still be dead. “Are your men ready to move on?”

“More or less,” Boothroyd said. “Their brief period of leave was fun.”

Leo shrugged. He’d risked letting his crew come down, two at a time, to take a few short hours of leave. From what he’d heard, the locals had been very accommodating. His men hadn’t had to pay for anything, and several crewmen had staggered back to the shuttle blind drunk. They’d regret that, once the ship got back underway. Leo made a mental note to sweep for alcohol, again. He’d made his feelings clear on the subject, but there was always someone who felt they could get away with breaking the rules, as long as they didn’t do it too openly. They’d have to be dealt with, before their bad example undermined discipline.

His communicator chimed. “Captain,” Abigail said. “A freighter just jumped into the system from Morse. She’s reporting the planet is under attack, by a pirate ship!”

Leo sucked in his breath. Morse hadn’t been on his original planned sweep through the sector, if only because the planet was still undergoing terraforming and was of little interest to anyone outside the colonisation and settlement corporations. He’d glanced at the file, noted the absence of anything likely to attract trouble, and decided they’d sweep through the system later. Much later. He simply didn’t have the sheer number of ships he needed to ensure the sector was properly patrolled.

His mind raced. Morse was only five light years away, but the freighter would have needed several jumps to reach Ingalls and that meant the attack might already be over. He didn’t know what Morse had that might be of interest to pirates, and … no, that wasn't true. He had a very nasty idea indeed. Cold logic suggested there was no point in hurrying to the scene of the crime, but he knew his duty. Who knew? Perhaps he could catch the pirates with their pants down.

“Recall the crew,” Leo ordered, curtly. It was unfortunate, but it couldn’t be helped. He had standing orders to respond to all pirate attacks as quickly as possible. “And then plot a direct jump to Morse.”

Abigail gulped. “Yes, sir.”

Leo tried to sound comforting. “Do the best you can,” he said. A direct jump would be practically instantaneous, but there was also a very good chance they’d materialise millions upon millions of miles from their target. Or fly straight into a gas giant and die before they realised what had hit them. Normal procedure would be to emulate the freighter and do a handful of smaller jumps, but that would take time they didn’t have. “We just need to be there as soon as possible.”

He cursed under his breath as Boothroyd rounded up his men, ordering them to the shuttle. He’d known he couldn’t stay much longer – they were already behind schedule – but he’d hoped he could remain long enough to get the local government sorted out, presenting the governor with a fait accompli. Daybreak was reluctant to change local governments for the hell of it, as long as they behaved themselves, and it was just possible the governor would urge the corporations to renegotiate their agreements with the planet instead of trying to recover what they’d lost by force.

“We should prepare for the worst,” Boothroyd warned, as the shuttle headed for Waterhen. “It will be difficult to catch the pirates in the act.”

“I know,” Leo said. The timing was odd, rather worrying. He keyed his console, handing command to the local government and muttering a quiet prayer they wouldn’t screw up. “But we can’t afford to ignore it either.”


Chapter Twenty-One

Waterhen shook as if she’d been slapped by an angry god.

Leo gritted his teeth, feeling more than hearing the hull creak as the starship jumped four light years in the blink of an eye. There hadn’t been time to check Abigail’s calculations, let alone calculate the jump himself, and he’d been all too aware the interstellar surveys were so lacking it was safer to try to calculate the jump sequence without them. The navy should be updating the local star charts and calculating how the gravity masses interacted with the jump drive, but no one seemed to be interested in doing it. Leo had already promised himself he’d find the officer who skimped on his charting and punch him, after realising just how badly the man had screwed the pooch. What sort of idiot managed to mix up clockwise and counterclockwise orbits?

“Jump completed, sir,” Abigail said.

The display blanked, then cleared. Leo leaned forward, cursing under his breath. They’d arrived too far from the planet to interdict anyone trying to leave, yet too close to hide their presence long enough to sneak up on their target and open fire. A lone starship was already heading out of orbit, picking up speed rapidly as she cleared the gravity well. Leo opened his mouth to order an intercept course, but it was already too late. The starship jumped out before he could shape the first word,

He cursed, again. “Tactical, can you get a lock on their jump coordinates?”

“No, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “We didn’t get a close look at their jump field. I can give you a cone of probability …”

Leo suppressed the urge to snap something sharp and thoroughly unfair. No jump drive expert ever born could have gotten a good read on the enemy drive field, certainly not at such a distance. Besides, the enemy ship would probably recycle her drive and jump again, the moment she reached her destination. There was no way to track her down before it was too late.

“Run a full tactical sweep as we go into orbit,” he ordered, instead. “And try to raise the colony.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. There was a long pause. “No response.”

Leo keyed his console. “Sergeant, prepare an away team,” he ordered. “I’m coming with you.”

Lieutenant Halloran looked up. “Sir, I strongly advise …”

“I have to see it,” Leo said, cutting him off. “Try to raise the colony again.”

He gritted his teeth as the display focused on Morse. The planet reminded him of Ingalls, a dull reddish orb covered with flecks of green, but there were almost no signs of civilisation at all. No communications signals, no modern technology … his sensors couldn’t even pick up the primitive, but still useful, tech that was so common along the edge of explored space, where it was difficult – if not impossible – to rely on technology that could not be fixed if it broke. The file stated there was only one colony on the surface, the preliminary step to transforming Morse into a liveable world, but there was no answer to any signal. Morse felt like a graveyard. Leo bit his lip to keep from saying that out loud.

“You have the bridge,” he said to Lieutenant Halloran. “Inform me if anything changes.”

He felt cold as he made his way down to the shuttle hatch, despite the ship’s warmth. Flower, Boothroyd and his team were already waiting for them, wearing light environment suits and carrying heavy weapons. Leo found a suit of his own, pulled it on quickly, and boarded the shuttle. The pilot took them down hard, plunging into the thin atmosphere and pulling up bare seconds before they would have struck the ground. Leo felt his lips twist in amusement. He was a decent pilot himself and he’d never have risked doing something like that unless his ship was under fire. Marine pilots, on the other hand …

The pilot levelled out. Leo felt his stomach settle as he peered through the porthole, studying the landscape below. It reminded him of Mars, with reddish rocks and long-dead lakes broken by patches of green lichen and other bioengineered plants that were slowly bringing life back to the dead world. The atmosphere was thin, barely breathable … the file had noted the settlers had dropped a number of water-ice asteroids onto the planet, in hopes of increasing the water moisture in the air, but so far the results had been very limited. Leo had to admire their determination. Terraforming took a long time, even with modern technology. It was unlikely the men who’d started the process would be around to see the world they’d birthed.

“Crap,” Boothroyd said.

Leo followed his gaze. The colony was a handful of domes, looking like soap bubbles against the dull landscape, bubbles that should normally provide all the protection the colonists could possibly need. They were strong enough to stand up to bad weather – the file insisted the planet had immense storms – but not remotely capable of protecting the inhabitants from outside attack. The pirates had torn through all the domes, doing so much damage that there was no point in trying to seal off the affected area and minimise the outflow of air. It didn’t look as if a single dome remained intact, protecting its population. The greenery within the dome – crops to feed the settlers, bioengineered plants to change the planet into something more habitable – were already dying. Leo cursed under his breath. He’d known they were too late, but he had hoped …

“Take us down,” Boothroyd ordered.

The shuttle landed neatly within a dome, something normally against regulations. Leo almost hoped an officious jobsworth would come out of nowhere, screaming about how they couldn’t land there … the man would be irritating, and his charm would wither rapidly, but at least he’d be alive. No one moved as the shuttle settled down, no wind moved the crops as the hatch hissed open. Leo’s earlier thoughts returned to haunt him. They were walking straight into a tomb.

“Keep your weapons at the ready,” Boothroyd reminded his men. “And make damn sure you keep your masks on.”

Leo let the troops go first, then he followed them through the hatch and onto the planet. The gravity was slightly lighter than standard, just enough to be noticeable without being disconcerting; he gritted his teeth as he looked around, taking in the dead or dying plants. A number seemed almost frozen, as if the temperature was far too cold for them. It might well have been, he reflected, as they made their way through the ruined dome. The settlers had turned it into a park, a strange combination of a playing ground for children and a garden that produced crops; Leo would almost have preferred, in truth, a simple field. The combination was heartbreaking. A handful of playground structures, clearly visible on the grass, nearly made him cry.

He composed himself as they reached the first airlock, a design that should have slammed closed to protect the interior the moment the dome lost air pressure. It was wide open, so badly warped he knew someone had done it purposefully … probably, he reflected grimly, before they’d torn open the domes. The troopers stepped through and stopped, dead. Leo followed and swore as he saw the bodies, bound with duct tape and left to die. It wasn’t an accident, it wasn’t a handful of civilians unlucky enough to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, but pure sadism. The pirates had not only deliberately killed the settlers, they'd ensured the poor bastards knew they were going to die … and there was no way they could save themselves. Leo felt sick. It was a horror beyond human comprehension.

“Ninety-seven bodies,” Boothroyd said. Leo hated him in that moment, hated him for being so calm and analytical … envied him, too, for his calm in the face of an atrocity that would make most pirates blanch. “Mostly men. Where are the women?”

A trooper clicked onto the channel. “I’ve found them.”

Leo didn’t want to look, but he knew his duty. The scene in the next compartment was horrific beyond words. The female settlers hadn’t just been raped, they’d been tortured and mutilated and left to bleed out and die … he felt bile rising within his throat as he realised that one woman had been given an anticoagulant to prevent her wounds from clotting, to ensure her bleeding would never cease until she bled to death. Another had been slit open from head to toe, a third … he turned away, too late, and tore at his mask an instant before he threw up. The cold washed over him as he vomited, gasping for breath … Flower stopped beside him, face calm. Leo gathered himself with an effort, pulling the mask back into place. His face hurt. The extreme cold hadn’t done him any favours.

Stop whining, he told himself, savagely. The women had been raped and left to die … and their fathers and husbands had been forced to listen as their wives and daughters suffered and died. You’re luckier than these poor bastards.

He forced himself to stand upright. “Get a picture of every last body,” he ordered, sharply. His mouth tasted foul. “Run a match against the settlement rolls, see who’s missing. Flower and I will check out the command centre.”

Boothroyd didn’t argue as Leo headed away, thankfully. Flower stayed with him as he made his way through the maze of tunnels and into the command centre … or what he thought must have been the nerve centre of the colony. The consoles were broken and melted, as if someone had blasted them with machine guns or plasma cannons and then tossed a handful of incendiary grenades into the compartment to finish the job. The heat had been so intense the floor beneath the consoles had melted, revealing the datacore storage chamber below. The damage was so intense Leo couldn’t tell if the datacore had been removed or simply destroyed, but it hardly mattered. Either way, they weren’t going to recover anything useful from the molten mess.

He sagged, fighting the urge to collapse. He’d thought Morse a planet of no real importance, a tiny colony that could be safely left alone. He’d been wrong, disastrously so. The pirates had raided the colony and killed every last man, woman or child … the shitty thing, he reflected as he tried to gather himself, was that death might be preferable. There were worse fates, when pirates were involved.

“I jumped too late,” he muttered. There was no escaping his share of the blame. If he’d taken less time to get clear of Ingalls, if he’d risked jumping closer to the planet’s gravity well, he might have reached Morse in time to intercept the pirates. “I fucked up.”

“You did the best you could,” Flower said. “If you had jumped earlier, you might have jumped all the way back to Daybreak.”

Leo didn’t smile. Technically, she was right … he shook his head. It didn’t matter. The navy was supposed to stop pirate scum, and the navy – he – had comprehensively failed. Morse hadn’t had any defences, nothing that could deter a crew of vicious – and yet cowardly – savages from landing, having their fun, and then flying off before anyone could stop them. He was to blame. He was …

He tried not to think about it as they searched the rest of the colony, passing through dead gardens and poking through bedrooms that looked as if their occupants had merely popped out for a second and would return shortly. The settlers had really made themselves at home, he noted; they’d had children and raised them, confident their kids would inherit a world safe for human habitation. Instead … he swallowed, hard, as he saw the blue-faced child in his crib. He might have survived, if the pirates hadn’t opened the domes. The poor kid couldn’t be more than a few months old.

“We’ll find these bastards,” Leo promised the infant’s body. “We will.”

His heart twisted painfully. There was little hope of tracking the pirates down in a hurry. They had no idea where their ship had gone, or where their base was, or … Leo shook his head. Given time, they could start escorting more convoys and arming freighters; hell, sooner or later, something stolen from Morse would appear on the black market, giving investigators a chance to track down the people fencing the goods for the pirates. But it would be a long slow process, if it happened at all. He knew too many pirates were never caught, no matter how many starships were deployed to hunt them down. The gulf of interstellar space was just too big …

“Sir,” Boothroyd said. “I think we have a problem.”

“We do?” Leo found it hard to keep his voice steady. “What now?”

“We counted the bodies and ran the faces – the remaining faces – against the manifest,” Boothroyd said. “The files may well be out of date, but there appear to be at least seventy adults missing. Fifty are young women; the remaining appear to be techs.”

Leo exchanged glances with Flower. “Press-ganged?”

“It’s possible, sir,” Boothroyd said. “If the files are reliable, about half the missing women are related to the missing techs.”

“Shit.” Leo cursed under his breath. A tech would have plenty of opportunities to sabotage a pirate ship, even if the pirates kept them under close supervision, but if their wives and daughters were on the ship too … they might hesitate to do something that would damage or destroy the vessel. “Are you sure?”

“The bodies may well be discovered elsewhere,” Boothroyd said, a hint of waspishness clearly audible in his tone. “But right now, we have searched most of the colony and found only a handful of isolated bodies.”

“And no downloads from the datacore,” Leo mused. The colony was hardly a prison. There were few internal sensors, and they clearly hadn’t bothered with a backup datacore. “Not that we need one, I suspect.”

“Probably, sir,” Boothroyd said. “What do we do with the bodies?”

Leo shook his head slowly. “Take DNA samples, so we can charge their rapists and murderers when we finally run them down,” Leo said. It was unlikely there would be a match in the files, and even if there was it was equally unlikely they’d be able to lay hands on the pirate, but the navy could be very patient when there was no other choice. Sooner or later, a naval ship would catch the pirates, run their DNA against the files, and administer harsh but necessary punishment. “And then put the bodies into cold storage, below the domes.”

He scowled, inwardly. There was no room on his ship to convey the bodies to Yangtze and no one, he suspected, who would even want them. The settlers had been isolated from the remainder of the sector, barely visited save by a handful of freighters; they had no friends or families, no one who might try to fight for them. They’d been lucky a freighter had reported the pirate attack, although it hadn’t been in time to save them. Leo told himself that the DNA evidence would convict the pirates, when they were caught. He hoped to hell they would be.

“Aye, sir,” Boothroyd said.

“We’ll go back to the ship,” Leo said. “There’s nothing else for us here.”

He turned and led the way back to the shuttle, trying not to see the evidence of men and women trying to build a new life for themselves, and create a new world for their children, only to have it torn down in a heartbeat by the scum of the universe. He wanted to find the pirates and kill them, he wanted to make them hurt as they’d hurt so many others, he wanted …a wave of helplessness swept over him, a grim awareness that he’d done everything he could – including putting his ship at risk – and it hadn’t been enough. The atrocity was clear proof of why the empire was needed, and yet the empire had been unable to protect its subjects …

“I need a drink,” he muttered, as he took off his helmet. His mouth tasted foul, yet his stomach ached painfully. “Fuck it.”

Flower passed him a water flask. “Drink that, instead,” she said, practically. “You can’t afford to get drunk on duty.”

Leo nodded, sipping the water thoughtfully. She had a point. No one would say anything if he staggered off the shuttle, singing the old drunkard’s song about the happy little goblin and his enormous pair of things no one wanted to know about, but they would notice and they would remember. It would be much harder to run a dry ship if everyone knew the captain had returned as drunk as a lord, without even the excuse of drinking with one.

He looked up at her. “How do you cope?”

“The House of Joy taught me how to hide my natural reactions,” Flower said. Her voice was flat, as if she didn’t want to talk about it. “You never know what a client might want, and some requests are just …”

Leo nodded at the porthole. “Like that?”

“No,” Flower admitted. “But still pretty disgusting.”

“Yeah.” Leo reminded himself, again, that Flower could have been a great actress. It was hard to tell what she was thinking, and every time she emoted it could be just an act. “But that outside isn’t just disgusting, it’s an atrocity.”

He keyed the terminal. “Lieutenant Halloran, prepare the ship for jump,” he ordered. “We’ll head straight for Yangtze, the moment the team has finished its work. There’s nothing left for us here.”

“Aye, sir.”

“And reprogram the orbital beacon,” he added. It felt like conceding defeat, but … there was no choice. “Tell any further visitors that the colony is effectively gone.”

“Aye, sir.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

Leo’s mood did not improve over the four days it took to jump from Morse to Yangtze, no matter how many emergency drills he held to prepare the crew for war. There was no way he could have reached Morse in time to make a difference – he’d proven that to his own satisfaction, through running countless simulations – and yet it still gnawed on him to know the pirates had raided the colony, kidnapped a bunch of people, killed the rest and then escaped before he could bring them under fire. If he’d risked a microjump … there hadn’t been time and yet, he felt it could have been done. Perhaps an older or wiser commander would have handled it better, but Leo felt as if he had failed …

“Jump completed,” Abigail reported. The display lit up, revealing a handful of starships and orbital nodes circling Yangtze. “The drives are cycling now.”

“No threats within detection range,” Lieutenant Halloran added. “We appear to be in the clear.”

Leo nodded, curtly. He’d had nightmares about returning to Yangtze to discover the sector capital had been attacked too, no matter how many times he reminded himself the planetary defences could give any attacking pirates a black eye or two. It was unlikely they’d tangle with a single orbital weapons platform, let alone a network extensive enough for individual platforms to give each other covering fire, but the nightmares had refused to fade. The idea of Gayle being held down by a pirate, her legs forced open and … he shook his head, biting his lip to banish the image. It felt wrong to be grateful the colony’s internal sensors hadn’t recorded the atrocity – or the records had been destroyed, if they had – but he couldn’t help himself. If there had been records, he would have had to review them. And that was a disgusting thought.

“Contact Government House and request an immediate meeting with Governor Brighton,” Leo said. There was no way to know if word of events on Ingalls had reached Yangtze, but he had to assume the Governor had already been briefed. Governor Venture had bragged of his friends on Yangtze. If they knew their ally had been arrested, they’d already be bending the governor’s ear, trying to get him to issue a pardon before the full facts reached Yangtze. “And then transfer Governor Venture to the shuttle.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo waited, trying not to brood as Waterhen neared the planet. He didn’t have a legal team, but he’d spent several days distracting himself by studying the legal precedents that might – might – cover the arrest of Governor Venture and related matters. The real danger was Governor Brighton issuing a pardon before hearing the full story; the pardon would be legally binding, as suggesting otherwise would cast doubt on the man’s authority, and while Brighton himself might be penalised Venture and his cronies would go free. Leo had checked the files and, according to the last set of updates, planetary governors had issued pardons in only a handful of cases … hopefully, Governor Brighton would be smart enough to wait for the full story. If nothing else, he’d know a pair of governors had been recalled and arrested for abusing their powers and do nothing that might land him in hot water, at least until he knew what was going on.

“The Governor’s compliments, sir, and you are welcome to call on him as soon as possible,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “His staff are arranging a suitable reception team for Governor Venture now.”

Leo nodded, stiffly. He would have preferred to keep Governor Venture on his ship, but the rules were clear. The disgraced man was to be handed over to the sector governor and his staff as soon as possible, to allow him to hear the formal charges against him and prepare a defence. Leo had kept a close eye on the man, and his interactions with the crew, and he’d been surprised he hadn’t tried to bribe his caretakers. It wasn’t as if there was anywhere for him to go, but … who knew? Perhaps he could convince someone to destroy the records for him.

“You have the bridge,” he said. “Prepare the crew for leave, remind them to watch their backs. Flower and I will be down on the surface, if you need us.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “Do you think there’s any danger?”

Leo hesitated. Yangtze was far better patrolled than Getaway. The locals would also be more aware of the Imperial Navy’s mandate to certify merchant crewmen, inspect passing freighters and – if discovered – seize smuggled cargo. They would be used to it, he was sure, not least because they were sitting right next to the testing centre. But there was no way to be certain …

“Better safe than sorry,” he said. “Tell them to be careful.”

He returned to his cabin to change into his dress uniform, then made his way down to the shuttle. Boothroyd had marched Governor Venture into the shuttle and secured him to a restraint chair, more to make it clear that he was a prisoner rather than any expectation he’d be able to break free and try to take control of the shuttle while it was in flight. Flower nodded to him as he took the pilot’s seat, then steered the shuttle into the atmosphere. The craft jerked, slightly, as it struck the outermost edge …

“Careful,” Governor Venture protested. “I don’t fly well.”

Leo shrugged, briefly considering a flash-dive into the atmosphere before dismissing the idea as spiteful. He didn’t need the older man throwing up, nor did he want to inflict the task of cleaning the interior on a long-suffering crewman. Instead, he steered into the proper flight path and flew directly to Government House. He wasn’t looking forward to the coming discussion. Governor Brighton had already had more than enough time to read the reports. Or at least the summary.

“Be careful,” Flower said, pitching her voice so only he could hear. “There are politics involved.”

“I know,” Leo said, landing the shuttle neatly in front of Government House. “But I also know my duty.”

He stood and opened the hatch, then stepped aside to allow the planetary militiamen to unhook Governor Venture from the chair and march him into custody. The older man shot him a curt look as he passed, a silent warning the affair was not yet over. Leo knew he was wrong. The evidence was so clear that even a bribed court couldn’t avoid convicting Venture of a whole string of charges, from gross corporate mismanagement to directly or indirectly aiding and abetting human trafficking. His best bet would be to plead truly monumental levels of incompetence, but Leo doubted that would get very far. A man could not become a planetary governor, even a de facto corporate mouthpiece, without a very good understanding of corporate politics.

Flower followed as he stepped out of the shuttle, then headed off on her own mission as he made his way into the building, up the long flight of stairs and into the governor’s office. Governor Brighton sat behind his desk, his face grim; Deputy Governor Bridgerton sat on the other side of the room, his face unreadable save for a twinge of dislike that came and went too quickly for Leo to be entirely sure it was there. He cursed under his breath, schooling his face into a mask as he saluted the two men. He would have preferred to give his report to the sector governor alone. Gayle’s father had far too many reasons to dislike him. Some were even legitimate.

“Lieutenant Commander,” Governor Brighton said. Leo had to fight to keep his face impassive. He was the ranking officer on Waterhen, and that made him a Captain even if it was just a Captain pro tem. Naval protocols were clear on such matters. The ranking officer was always addressed as Captain, to make it clear who was in command. “Your report does not make pleasant reading.”

“No, sir,” Leo agreed.

“You took it upon yourself to arrest a planetary governor and overthrow an entire corporate government,” Bridgerton said. His voice was so flat Leo knew he was angry. “You are aware, of course, that the government you so casually destroyed was established as part of the sector incorporation, and the planet itself confirmed as a corporate possession?”

Leo kept his temper under tight control. Bridgerton had reason to be annoyed. His corporation was closely involved with Ingalls, his starships had been caught moving smuggled goods and Leo had been screwing his daughter, something that could easily do immense damage to Bridgerton’s reputation if it got out. He wondered, suddenly, if Gayle’s absence had something to do with their affair, if her father had locked her up because someone had seen their tryst and reported it. Could he lock up his grown daughter? Perhaps. The law didn’t allow it, but law and custom could sometimes diverge in surprising ways.

“The planetary governor was deeply involved in a series of crimes, defined as such by interstellar law, and he needed to be removed as quickly as possible,” Leo said. “Worse, he also made a very deliberate effort to kill representatives of the Daybreak Navy in a bid to cover up his crimes. I believed that arresting him as quickly as possible was the only way to prevent a far greater crisis, or the destruction of records that would prove his involvement and that of the entire government.”

He paused. “And we found proof of multiple criminal acts. They took kidnap victims, called them indentured workers, and put them to work. They deliberately underreported their production rates, allowing them to sell rare minerals under the table and pocket their proceeds. They arranged for the purchase of vast amounts of military hardware and … we don’t know. Did they use the purchase to cover up something else, or did they sell the hardware to pirates? I might point out that that alone merits the death sentence.”

Bridgerton eyed him narrowly. “And you are sure Governor Venture was involved?”

Leo looked back at him. “He was either involved or so unaware of what was going on around him that it defies belief,” he said, flatly. Captain Archibald might not have cared what was happening, below decks, but he’d had the excuse of being expected to stay in orbit and do nothing, while Governor Venture had been put in charge of a corporate facility. His superiors would start breathing down his neck if profits dropped, even if the sudden shortfall hadn’t been his fault. “Either way, we have proof of serious misconduct.”

Governor Brighton held up a hand. “Thank you for your efforts,” he said. “My staff will conduct a full investigation and determine how to proceed. We will also craft a caretaker government for Ingalls, at least until we have a clear idea how far the rot spreads, which will be charged with studying the records, then dispatching the supposed indentured workers to their final destination.”

“The local rebels have already set up a government,” Leo pointed out. “It may not last, but …”

“The planet belongs to the corporate consortium,” Bridgerton snapped. “That is settled law. The workers have no more say in what happens at the top than a junior crewman has on your ship. You cannot take it from the consortium and hand it over to the workers …”

Leo lifted his eyebrows. “Are you condoning criminal acts?”

“And if a captain committed criminal acts,” Bridgerton countered, “would you hand his ship over to the most junior of crewmen?”

“It isn’t the same,” Leo said. “The crew volunteered to join the navy. They would also be aware of ways to blow the whistle, if their commander was violating naval protocol. Many of the workers were recruited under false pretences, or were illegally indentured, or even kidnapped from a colonist-carrier and sold to the government, under the guise of being indentured servants. You would do better to listen to them, than …”

“You sound very much like my daughter,” Bridgerton said. “She doesn’t understand the harsh realities of the galaxy either …”

Governor Brighton cleared his throat. “That is part of the reason we are sending a caretaker government,” he said. “We will sort out what actually happened, then prescribe penalties in line with interstellar law. If it turns out the consortium was deeply involved in the affair, rather than a few bad apples, we will deal with it accordingly.”

Leo frowned. It would be a great deal easier to turn the planet over to the rebels …

“It will be dealt with,” he said. “Now, about Morse … what happened?”

“The system was attacked by at least one pirate ship,” Leo said. It was all in his report. He had no idea why the governor wanted to go over it verbally. “We did not manage to recover many records, but it appears the pirates landed, took control, kidnapped a number of prisoners and hostages, then had their fun” – he grimaced, trying to forget the horrors he’d seen – “before departing, tearing open the domes and venting the atmosphere as they left. We found three hundred and seventy bodies in total, with a further eighty-seven remaining unaccounted for.”

He paused. “To all intents and purposes, the colony no longer exists.”

“That’s what I was telling you about,” Bridgerton said to his superior. “We need to expand the local defence force as quickly as possible. And extend its protection to the rest of the sector.”

Leo took a breath. “Interstellar law states …”

“The Governor can put interstellar law aside, if he feels it justified,” Bridgerton pointed out, sharply. “How many more worlds are going to die?”

Leo had no answer. It was rare for a pirate ship to tangle with any sort of defences, but … he could see several ways to cripple Yangtze’s orbital defences from a safe distance and he was sure the pirates could see them too. And there were nearly fifty other star systems within the sector, ranging from reasonably well defended to completely helpless. And …

His blood ran cold. Waterhen was the only Daybreak ship in the sector.

Bridgerton was still speaking, his tone icy. “They promised us protection,” he snapped. “What did they send us? A single ship, older than me, and a commanding officer straight out of the academy! He’s not even a proper Captain! How many more have to die before we act?”

“There are huge demands on the navy,” Leo said, quietly. Yangtze might be the most heavily developed world in the sector, but she was tiny compared to Daybreak or any one of a hundred autonomous worlds that were part of the empire … and resented it. The navy needed to remind them, constantly, of the price they’d pay for open defiance, as well as the dangers of a Second Interstellar War. “The fleet simply can’t spare many ships for this sector.”

He paused. “And we did blow a pirate ship out of space.”

“One ship,” Bridgerton said. “Tell me, can your mighty destroyer be in two places at once?”

“No.” Leo met his eyes. “She can’t.”

“Yes,” Bridgerton agreed. There was something cold and hard in his tone, an anger that didn’t seem directed at Leo but was still disturbing. “The pirates will be watching you, now. They will know where you are. And they’ll be fine as long as they keep their distance from you.”

Leo feared he was correct. No matter what he and his crew did, Waterhen could only be in one system, or escort one convoy, at a time. An idea crossed his mind … it would be risky, but …

“We will discuss the matter later,” Governor Brighton said. “Captain Morningstar” – he got the rank right this time, Leo noted – “we will speak later too. Until then, I suggest you give your crew some leave, then resume your patrols at the earliest possible moment. My staff will investigate the legal issues, and then act as they see fit.”

Leo scowled, recognising the dismissal. “Yes, sir.”

He saluted, then turned and left the office. It was hard not to feel at a loss. Flower probably hadn’t returned yet, while he wasn’t needed on the ship … he had a suite in the building, true, but he didn’t want to go there either. He was at something of a loose end.

“Hey,” a voice said.

Leo looked up and smiled. Gayle leaned against the wall outside the office, looking oddly out of place in a long green dress that flattered her figure and a straw hat that cast a long shadow over her eyes. Her neckline was cut to hint at her cleavage … He felt his smile grow wider, his body suddenly intent on reminding him just how long it had been since he’d lain with her. He’d wondered if she was still interested, or if her father had found out and reacted badly, or … he found himself leaning towards her, catching himself before he could make it too obvious. They were in Government House. The odds were good there was someone watching them …

“Hey,” Leo said, feeling like a schoolboy again. It was hard not to cringe at those memories, at trying to act like a suave and confident adult while possessing a teenager’s body and hormones to match … at making a total fool of himself, time and time again. “How have you been?”

Gayle grinned, reminding him that she was no more a schoolgirl than he a schoolboy. “I can take you to see the town,” she said, in a manner that left no doubt about what she really had in mind. Her words were innocent; her tone, anything but. Her fingers brushed the underside of her breasts as she spoke, drawing his eyes to her curves. “You want to come?”

Leo felt his smile grow wider. “Yes!”


Chapter Twenty-Three

Leo opened his eyes slowly, feeling warm and comfortable as he lay in a big and comfortable bed. A young woman lay next to him, her rear pushing into his groin as she slept. Leo felt a rush of sudden affection, and blood rushing to his nether regions, as he gazed upon her. Gayle was young and innocent and real in a way his former lover Fleur, who had made full use of cosmetic surgery and gene-modifications, could never match. There was nothing fake about her features, nothing that suggested their relationship was just sex and little else. Leo knew it could easily be an illusion, but at the moment he didn’t care. They had gone to the room hours ago and started making love, then drifted to sleep in each other’s arms …

He sat up, looking around with interest. The chamber was no hotel room. Two walls were lined with bookcases, holding dozens of mechanical and political textbooks; a large desk, easily large enough for three people, sat against the third, a pair of terminals resting neatly on the wooden table. A large chair – he was perversely relieved that there was only one – rested in front of the desk, turned to prove there was no one sitting on the leather, waiting for the sleeping couple to awake. The final wall was broken by two large windows, staring over a mighty estate. Leo stared, his mind – dulled by sex and sleep – puzzling over a very important question. Where were they?

Gayle stirred and rolled over, stretching as she opened her eyes. Leo stared, admiring – and adoring – the way her breasts heaved, drawing his eye helplessly to her chest … and her womanhood, resting between her thighs. Fleur had been almost perfect, her body crafted to be an impossible vision of young womanhood, but Gayle was real. Leo’s eyes lingered on muscled arms, then drifted down to her breasts before looking up to meet her eyes. Gayle smiled, then winked.

“How was your sleep?”

Leo felt a sudden flash of alarm. “This is your father’s estate, isn’t it?”

Gayle nodded. “Do you like it?”

Leo hesitated, glancing at the door. The mansion was immense, easily large enough for an entire army of kids to play hide and seek, and yet he was sure the staff had noted their arrival. If they’d called her father … he wondered, suddenly, if he’d wind up giving Gayle asylum on Waterhen, or if her father would challenge him to a duel or simply demand they got married immediately, just in case Gayle was pregnant. That was unlikely – all naval officers were given a contraceptive implant – but it was not completely impossible. The implants were largely reliable, yet there had been times when they failed …

He flushed. “Your father?”

“Is still busy trying to sort out the political nightmare you dumped on him,” Gayle said, cheerfully. “He’ll be at it for hours, demanding answers from his subordinates and plotting to throw one or more under the shuttlecraft if he can’t prove the corporation wasn’t aware of what was going on.”

Leo sucked in his breath. “Are you sure? Can you trust the staff to keep their mouths shut?”

Gayle leaned back. The movement did interesting things to her breasts. “Sure, they could tattle on me,” she said, her tone never changing. “But Dad would dismiss them afterwards, because they couldn’t be trusted, and even if he didn’t I would when I inherited.”

Leo frowned. “I thought you couldn’t inherit?”

“Matter of opinion,” Gayle said. “And besides, none of my cousins would trust a tattletale either. If they betrayed me, they might betray someone else next time.”

Leo wasn’t so sure. Gayle might be her father’s sole child, but there were no guarantees she’d inherit anything … or, for that matter, that she’d be able to wrap her future husband around her little finger. She might be able to get the poor bastard to dismiss a servant who proved himself untrustworthy, or her husband might feel that having a servant who could be relied upon to tattle was a good thing. Leo sighed, inwardly. A servant might suffer if he – or she – spied on the young masters and mistresses, but if it was their only way to take revenge for mistreatment …

“I’ll take your word for it,” he said. He checked his terminal, breathing a sigh of relief as he confirmed there were no emergency messages. Half the crew was on shore leave, the rest was resupplying Waterhen … there was nothing, thankfully, that required him to leave her bed and hurry back to his ship. “That said, how long should we stay here?”

“A while.” Gayle pushed him onto the bed and straddled him. “And now …”

Afterwards, she keyed her terminal and ordered breakfast. Leo hastily hid in the bathroom as a servant arrived, carrying a breakfast tray piled high with enough food for two. Or three. Gayle laughed as she called him back into the bedroom, then motioned for him to tuck into the meal. Leo ate quickly, shaking his head in disbelief. Gayle was clearly just as much of an adrenaline junkie as himself, enjoying their affair for the thrill of doing something dangerous as much as sexual attraction or … he wondered, suddenly, if part of her mind hoped the affair would be discovered. Her father would not be pleased, but as a Daybreak naval officer Leo was minor nobility and it was quite possible the Deputy Governor would swallow his annoyance and bless the match.

And if that happened, Leo wasn’t sure what he’d do.

Gayle joined him in the shower, afterwards, for a quick wash that turned into another bout of lovemaking before he finally cleaned himself, then changed back into his uniform. He hadn’t thought to bring a change of clothes – he had the sudden mental image of trying on her father’s clothes, only to dismiss it before it escaped his lips – but it didn’t matter. He’d be going back to the ship shortly, where he could change again before taking his place on the bridge. His crew could handle a great many things on their own, but some required the commanding officer’s oversight …

“I’d better sneak out,” he said. “If we get caught …”

“Dad is still a long way away,” Gayle assured him. “And everyone else will keep their mouths shut.”

Leo wasn’t so sure, but there was no point in arguing as she led him out the door and through a long maze of corridors that reminded him of his patron’s home, right down to the walls lined with portraits of famous and accomplished ancestors. There was a sense of age around the artwork, as if the mansion was decades old … perhaps it was. Gayle’s father was a direct descendent of the first colonists, the men who had provided most of the funding in exchange for vast tracts of land and near-complete political power. It felt wrong to consider any sort of inheritance as a path to power – on Daybreak, the sons of famous men were expected to prove they could live up to their fathers – but he supposed it made a certain kind of sense. No one would invest so much money if they didn’t expect some kind of return.

But there’s no competition, he thought. How could they be sure the best man would inherit?

He found himself staring at Gayle’s back, feeling a strange mixture of guilt and regret. Gayle was smart, as well as young and beautiful, and she would have gone far if she’d been born and raised on Daybreak. Leo had a mother and sisters and they’d proven, time and time again, that they were in no way inferior to him, just because he had a penis and they didn’t. There was nothing stopping them from earning citizenship, then stepping onto the cursus honorum and climbing to the very top. Gayle, on the other hand, would always be restricted by her gender. The man she married would inherit the formal power – not her – and the only way she could gain any sort of freedom would be to emigrate, which would mean leaving her homeworld behind for good. Her father might let her go, he might even give her his blessing, but …

“Next time, we’ll go horse-riding,” Gayle promised. Her smile promised much more. “Or we could find a lake to go swimming.”

Leo nodded, feeling torn. There had been no obligations with Fleur, no suggestion the relationship would eventually become something more. Fleur wouldn’t have married him even if her husband died in a freak accident, not when a lowly cadet couldn’t do anything for her beyond … Leo cut that thought off quickly. Gayle, on the other hand …

“I’ll see you soon,” Gayle promised, as they stepped outside. The bright sunlight illuminated an aircar, waiting for him. “Just leave the aircar at the spaceport. Someone will pick it up.”

Leo nodded, tersely, and considered the vehicle. It was wholly automatic, not uncommon in the core worlds yet rare for a relatively new settlement like Yangtze. He shrugged and clambered inside, feeling a rush of affection as Gayle winked, then dropped the demure act and flashed her breasts at him. It was hard to tell if she was sure they weren’t being watched, or if she was sure no one would betray her, or … if the prospect of someone tattling was just part of the fun. Leo leaned back in his chair as the aircar took off, the affection slowly morphing into a kind of fellow-feeling. Gayle was just like him, in so many ways. If she’d been raised on Daybreak, she would have made an ideal naval officer.

He felt a sudden stab of something as the aircar picked up speed, flying over farms and small villages broken by vast tracts of forest. There had been fifty cadets in his class, boys and girls, and they’d all gone on to their first postings now … affairs between classmates were technically forbidden, but that was part of the thrill. He’d slept with five of his classmates … he wondered, suddenly, where they were now. Their first postings had been meant to be a surprise, their orders kept sealed until after they graduated, but it wasn’t hard to guess. A cadet who graduated in the top ten could usually expect a very prestigious posting indeed. But he had been sent to the ass-end of nowhere instead.

Leo’s lips twitched. On one hand, the odds of promotion are very low, he thought. On the other, I have a command …

His communicator bleeped. “Sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “Governor Brighton’s compliments, sir, and he’d like to see you at Government House immediately.”

“Understood.” Leo scowled. That wasn’t good news. “I’ll be back up as quickly as possible, and then you can take your leave.”

“Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “Good luck.”

Leo scowled as he keyed the aircar’s console, adjusting its final destination and ordering it to get there as quickly as possible. The tiny craft picked up speed … Leo wondered, suddenly, just how good the local ATC was. Daybreak preferred to have its aircars flown manually, but that was rare elsewhere. Most planets didn’t trust their civilians to fly on their own and normally insisted the ATC handled the flying, which wasn’t always a good thing. When the system went down, the aircars went down with it. He checked his sidearm, automatically, as the aircar slowed to a halt, then dropped down to land on the pad. A guard was already waiting for him. Leo nodded, then allowed the young man to lead him to the governor’s office.

A shame Flower isn’t around, he thought. She might have far more useful insights.

“Captain,” Governor Brighton said. He was alone, somewhat to Leo’s relief. “I’m afraid I've got bad news.”

Leo kept his face schooled into a neutral, even blank, expression. Somehow. His mind raced, trying to determine what the older man might consider bad news. Had he been spotted entering the mansion? Had Gayle’s father been bending his superior’s ear, demanding Leo married his daughter as soon as possible, before her reputation could be ruined beyond repair? Or was it something else? Leo doubted he’d be recalled to the core worlds, not unless the republic was desperate, but it wasn’t impossible someone senior to him would be sent out to take over the naval station. It would be a relief, or would it? A senior officer might balk at a lowly Lieutenant Commander in de facto command of a ship, even an outdated destroyer like Waterhen.

“It’s not good,” Governor Brighton said. “Governor Venture is dead.”

“… What?”

Leo stared at him in shock . The governor was dead? The governor he’d arrested was dead? It had only been a day – less than a day, really – since he’d handed the prisoner over to the governor’s staff. And that meant … he felt his mouth drop open as horror rushed through him. If Venture was dead, questioning him was impossible.

“God damn it,” he managed. It wasn’t the sort of thing one could normally say in front of a senior officer, let alone one with full gubernatorial authority, but he was too stunned to care. “What happened?”

Governor Brighton chose to overlook the outburst. “The first interrogation was carried out this morning, and in line with standard protocol the interrogation staff injected Governor Venture with a standard truth drug,” he said. “According to the report, he had a massive allergic reaction and died.”

Leo sucked in his breath. “Allergic reaction, my ass.”

He had to bite his lip to keep from swearing out loud. There were countless ways to render interrogation difficult, from drugs and implants to genetic modification that would ensure that interrogation techniques were ineffective or simply kill their hosts if they believed the host was on the verge of giving up vital information. A bad reaction – a lethal one – to a commonplace truth drug was one of the easiest  tricks, but there were ways to test for the countermeasure before they risked using the drug. The interrogation staff should have done the tests … why hadn’t they?

Governor Brighton looked embarrassed. “He promised to tell us everything,” he said, grimly. “We only ordered the use of truth drugs to ensure he only told us the truth …”

“Fuck.” Leo stared down at his hands. Had Venture committed suicide? Had he manipulated events to ensure he’d have a lethal reaction? Or had he been murdered by someone who feared what he might say? What he would say, when the interrogators got to work? “I want the entire interrogation staff held in custody and interrogated themselves. If this was deliberate, we need to know who ordered it and why.”

“Yes, of course,” Governor Brighton said, mildly. It was a surprisingly understated reaction to a very junior officer bossing him around. Leo would never have dared try to boss any of his instructors around, not at the Academy. He’d be lucky if they only expelled him. “We will find out who did it, and why.”

Leo sat down, feeling his blood run cold. It could be a coincidence, but four years of naval training mandated against it. No, the odds were staggeringly against it being any kind of coincidence. Someone had murdered Governor Venture to keep him from talking and that someone was … who? One of his backers? Someone who feared embarrassment? Or … or what?

“We will be carrying out a full investigation,” Governor Brighton continued. “And we will keep you informed of our progress.”

“We need to know who, before they do something worse,” Leo said. It was possible the killers had acted to spare their corporation embarrassment, depending on just how much approval Governor Venture had enjoyed, but also possible there was something bigger in store. Venture had boasted of his friends in high places … in hindsight, it was clear his friends hadn’t trusted him to keep his mouth shut. Wise of them, if so. Everyone talked, eventually. “And if …”

“We will be carrying out a full investigation,” the Governor repeated. There was a new firmness in his tone. “Your responsibility is to return to the jumplines and escort the next set of ships to their destination. The more pirates you kill, the better.”

And someone on the planet probably ratted the first convoy out, Leo thought. It wasn’t impossible to guess the course a convoy would take, but inside information would remove the element of chance from the equation. Next time, they might be a little more careful about engaging us.

“Yes, sir,” he said. “We’ll be underway in a week or two.”

“Good.” Governor Brighton stood. “Do not let this setback discourage you. Your first patrol was a resounding success.”

He grinned, suddenly. “At least, judging from the volley of complaints we’ve had about you searching ships and seizing smuggled goods.”

“If they don’t want their goods seized, they can try not smuggling crap,” Leo said, crossly. It was hard to hide his irritation. Some of the smugglers had been trying to avoid taxes and tariffs, others had been smuggling contraband that was incredibly dangerous – and illegal. “And everything we did was in accordance with the law.”

“Yes,” Governor Brighton agreed. There was no hint he disagreed … in fact, it sounded as if he were quietly pleased by the outcome. “You did good work. I’m sure your next voyage will be just as successful.”

Leo nodded, recognising the dismissal. “We’ll be back shortly,” he said. An unexciting convoy escort mission would be a success, even if it meant they wouldn’t get to paint more enemy silhouettes beside the airlock. “And hopefully we’ll have some more pirate scalps to hang on the wall.”

And if we capture another corrupt governor, his thoughts added as he left the office, we damn well won’t be handing him over to you.


Chapter Twenty-Four

“The report suggests the whole incident was an accident,” Flower said. “Do you believe it?”

“It could be,” Boothroyd said. He, Flower, and the Chief Engineer had gathered on the bridge, where Leo was acting as the duty officer as a third of the crew were on leave and the other third were working on his covert project. “It’s uncommon for a corporate paper-pusher to have any kind of counter-interrogation treatment. I wouldn’t care to put money on it, though.”

“No,” Leo agreed. The report suggested it had been a simple oversight, although one with disastrous consequences. The staff hadn’t thought to test for any sort of allergic reaction until it had been far too late. If they’d done it on purpose … he clenched his teeth, wishing he had the authority – and the staff – to take over and conduct the interrogations himself. A fleet admiral could, if he thought a planetary government was too corrupt to be useful, but a lowly starship commander? No. “And that means that whoever was behind Venture will remain unknown.”

“If there was someone behind him,” Boothroyd pointed out. “The man could have been acting alone, without the support of his corporate masters.”

Leo wasn’t so sure. It was true that Ingalls was a long way from Yangtze, along with the other major players in the sector, but it struck him as unlikely that supervision would be quite that lax. He doubted Venture had intended to remain a governor for the rest of his life, or that he’d have be allowed to stay in the position if he tried. The man would have planned for his retirement if he’d had any sense at all… had he intended to take the cash and run, or had he honestly thought he could square it away legally?

Or, far more likely: was there a deeper game underway? And, if so, what was it?

“We may never know,” he told Boothroyd after a bit of thought. There was no way they could interrogate the corporate heads. It was bad enough dealing with complaints about the stop and search policy. “It may just have been money. Or …”

He shrugged. “Harris, how have you gotten along with Donkey?”

The Chief Engineer smiled, rather thinly. “She’s ready to your specifications, Captain,” he said. “We were careful to ensure that no one knew what we were doing.”

“There’s no hint anyone caught on,” Flower added. “But that does raise other problems.”

Leo nodded. On paper, Donkey would be hauling starship components to New Nebraska … and a minor drive failure would ensure she’d leave a day or two after the convoy. It should look like a plausible mistake. The big corporations were already demanding that Waterhen leave orbit and escort the convoy without waiting for the final ships to join up. Leo had wondered if the corporations wanted to get the ships underway, or they just wanted to get rid of him, but he had no intention of arguing. It worked in his favour … or it would, if their plan worked. It was equally possible he’d get himself killed.

“We will deal with it,” he said. “Officially, we leave in two days. I’ll have the sealed orders ready by then. Sergeant, ensure your men are ready for a covert transfer.”

“Yes, sir,” Boothroyd said. “Who’ll be in command of the mission?”

“Me.” Leo held up a hand before anyone could object. “I can’t ask anyone to undertake a risk I’m not prepared to assume myself.”

“I shouldn’t worry about it,” Boothroyd said. “If this goes wrong, there will be enough shit going around for everyone.”

Leo couldn’t disagree. “Harris, complete the final checks on Donkey and then return to Waterhen,” he added. “You’ll be needed here.”

“Yes, sir,” the chief engineer said.

“Dismissed,” Leo said. “I’ll see you all before you go.”

Flower didn’t leave. Instead, she waited until the other two men were gone. “You do realise you are putting your life in terrible danger?”

“And everyone else who’ll be with me,” Leo said, flatly. It was hard not to feel insulted. Only a fool would claim to be unafraid of death, but he refused to allow that fear to paralyse him. Besides, if he had wanted a safe life, he would have signed up for the civil engineering program rather than the navy. “I know the risks.”

“And if the mission goes wrong, you’ll be leaving Lieutenant Halloran holding the bag,” Flower pointed out. “Right?”

“I updated my logs and I’ll update them again before I transfer,” Leo said. He understood what she meant - Lieutenant Halloran would be the senior survivor if the mission failed, which meant Halloran would bear the brunt of the navy’s curiosity about the incident – but he’d done what he could to ensure the blame rested with him, if it failed. It would be unfair of the navy to expect Lieutenant Halloran to keep his superior from carrying out his crazy plan. “But I won’t ask him – I won’t ask anyone – to do something I won’t do myself.”

“So you said,” Flower reminded him.

Leo changed the subject. “Did you pick up anything interesting?”

“A lot of anger chatter about us, and a great many nasty rumours,” Flower said. “It’s difficult to tell how many, if any, are grounded in reality. But …”

She shrugged. “I will say there was a surprising degree of quiet from the corporate officials I happened to meet,” she added. “They said nothing about Governor Venture, Ingalls, or anything.”

“And that’s odd?” Leo’s patron had vast corporate interests, but Leo himself had never been involved with that side of his business. “Were they told to keep their mouths shut?”

“It’s hard to say,” Flower said. “I didn’t really have time to work on any of them, but …” – she shrugged, again – “there was a great deal more excitement over the plan to increase the local defence force. They’re looking forward to more contracts for everything from starships to orbital defence platforms, as well as the rest of what they’ll need. The colony raid has provided all the impetus they need to get going.”

“And they’re absorbing men who might otherwise take service with us,” Leo said. He had put out feelers for more crew, but most of the locals didn’t seem interested in joining the Daybreak Navy. He wasn’t sure he trusted the ones who’d replied to the invitation, either. There was no way to vet them properly, and after Governor Venture’s death he wasn’t inclined to trust any local. “Charming.”

“Yes,” Flower said. “I’ll keep my ears open, but unless you want me to remain behind and inch my way into the planet’s society …”

“No,” Leo said. “We need you here.”

“As you wish,” Flower said. She changed the subject. “You do realise your visit to Bridgerton Mansion did not remain a secret? If her father doesn’t know, he’s an idiot, and nothing in his record suggests he’s an idiot.”

Leo reddened. “And how did you know?”

“Heard some chatter,” Flower said, vaguely. “It’s impossible to say how many people take the rumours seriously, not least because there are some really absurd stories out there, but … you should be careful. She should be careful.”

“She insisted no one would tattle,” Leo said.

“I wouldn’t care to be the servant who didn’t report his daughter’s misbehaviour to her father,” Flower said. “Odd, isn’t it? You’d think she’d show a little more discretion.”

“I think she likes the thrill,” Leo said. It was hard to convince himself that there was anything at stake. His mother might have disapproved of his older sister’s first boyfriend – and she hadn’t been shy about saying so – but she wouldn’t have beaten the girl until she couldn’t sit for a week, let alone cut her throat and sworn blind it was a terrible accident. “Or maybe she just doesn’t care.”

“Don’t care was made to care,” Flower said, firmly. “Watch yourself.”

Leo mulled it over for the rest of his shift, then retired to his cabin to update the logs and file a formal report to be taken back to Daybreak by the next passing freighter. He had no idea what was happening hundreds of light years away – he suspected Captain Archibald would claim credit for Leo’s work, once he realised what Leo had done – but it hardly mattered. Leo had wide authority to do what he saw fit, as long as he didn’t break the rules and regulations too openly. In some ways, his exile was a blessing. He had more responsibility – and authority – out here than he would have ever had, so early, if he’d followed a regular career path. But he also lacked a superior officer who could give him guidance …

“I’ve put signed orders in your safe,” he told Lieutenant Halloran, two days later. “If this goes to hell, declare yourself captain, copy the files to Daybreak, and continue patrols as you see fit until they get back to you.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. He sounded reluctant to take the orders. “I …”

Leo nodded. “It’ll be fine,” he said. “Just don’t do anything to discredit our shuffle play.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “Take care of yourself.”

“I’m not planning to die,” Leo assured him. “Don’t get too comfortable in my chair.”

He took one last look around the bridge, then headed to the shuttle. Lieutenant Halloran would take Waterhen and the convoy through the first set of jumps, then order the freighter crews to open their sealed orders and follow them. Leo couldn’t help feeling worried regarding the sheer magnitude of the risk he was taking, although if the mission failed there was a very good chance he wouldn’t survive to face a court-martial. Lieutenant Halloran had the wit to blame everything on him, so hopefully Halloran wouldn’t let any misplaced loyalty get in the way of doing just that. Logically, Halloran shouldn’t suffer because of Leo’s misjudgement, but the navy wasn’t always logical.

But they’ll probably be glad to see the back of me, Leo thought. If he were safely dead, Fleur and her husband could patch up their marriage, without a hint of scandal forcing them to do something they might regret. And maybe they won’t ask too many questions about how I died.

His mood darkened as the shuttle undocked and flew to Donkey, holding station near the remainder of the convoy. She was a light freighter, small enough to land on a planetary surface and yet also large enough to be – barely – economically viable, carrying freight from system to system. Her class were favoured pirate targets, not least because they were easy to seize and land just about everywhere. Leo hoped her cargo – which existed only on paper – would prove a tempting target. If nothing else, it might help reveal just who was slipping information to the pirates.

“Welcome onboard,” Boothroyd said. “Donkey is at your disposal.”

Leo smiled, although he felt no real humour. “No data breaches?”

“Nothing, as far as we can determine,” Boothroyd said. He sounded confident, although they both knew there could easily have been a leak that would undermine the entire plan. “We played a shell game with the engineers and made certain none who knew the truth landed on the planet. It’s unlikely that word got out.”

“Let us hope so,” Leo said. The engineers had come from Waterhen, rather than Yangtze, but it was impossible to be sure one or more of his crew hadn’t been corrupted. It wouldn’t be that hard for a pirate recruiter to slip up to an engineer or two and offer a lot of money for a tiny little favour, which would lead straight to an even bigger favour, and then an even bigger one … the poor bastard would be thoroughly compromised before he knew what had happened to him. “If this goes wrong, the whole exercise will be worse than useless.”

Boothroyd gave him a thumbs up. “Who wants to live forever?”

He sobered. “More to the point, sir, we all volunteered for this mission and we all made out our wills before we transferred. We know what we’re doing.”

Leo nodded. The idea had been his, but now that he was putting it into action he was starting to get cold feet. The plan rested on the pirates buying their cover story, and the convoy he was supposed to escort following orders, and on a certain degree of coordination that would be hard for a well-drilled fleet to practice, certainly not when under enemy fire. He had done everything in his power to minimise the risks, yet … they were still considerable. And if the mission failed, the fault would be his and his alone.

He did his best not to think about it as the crew gave him a short tour of Donkey – the freighter was roughly the same size as Waterhen, but most of her internal volume was cargo space, with a handful of tiny cabins for the crew – and then bid farewell to the rest of the convoy. Leo was relieved the governor hadn’t wanted to talk to him before the convoy jumped out, and that Gayle hadn’t invited him to the mansion a second time. He kept himself out of sight, just in case, catching up on reports from the core worlds that were – unsurprisingly –weeks or even months out of date. The election they were discussing should be over now, he knew, and the winner already seated. It was always a headache when someone hundreds of light years away did something that was predicated on the wrong person winning an election, but it was part and parcel of running a de facto empire. There was simply no way to get a message from one side of settled space to the other in the blink of an eye.

And they keep promising FTL communications too, Leo thought. It was just another concept that was theoretically possible, yet frustratingly beyond the reach of modern science. I’ll believe it when I see it.

It was hard to wait two days to depart, even though there was nothing wrong with the drive and they could easily have left earlier. Leo had planned it that way – the pirates had to think Donkey was alone – and yet it still gnawed at him. Naval service, he’d been told, was days or weeks of boredom, broken by moments of all-out action, and he was starting to realise his instructors had been right. Patience was not one of his virtues, and he would have preferred to leave early – despite the risk – even though he knew it would undo the entire plan. Or part of it, at least. He was happier on Waterhen, flying from star to star, than doing nothing …

“You need to pace more,” Flower said. She had insisted on sharing the cabin with him, much to his annoyance. It was funny how quickly he’d gotten used to having a cabin all to himself, although there wasn’t enough space on Donkey for anything other than hotbunking. “Or simply lose yourself in VR.”

Leo shook his head. VR was a dream, and like most dreams it could turn into a nightmare. It was just too easy to lose yourself in fantasy, or to do something embarrassing … he still cringed at the memory of returning to the barracks, three years ago, and discovering a bunkmate trapped in a sexual fantasy, his body bucking and heaving as he thrust deep into an imaginary vagina. The poor bastard had been lucky the instructors hadn’t caught him before Leo had poured cold water on his head, then shoved him into a fresher. And there were worse things that could happen …

“How do you do it?” Leo sat up. Flower was lying on her bunk, her head resting on her hands, with no sign of impatience at all. “How do you wait?”

Flower shrugged. “And there I was thinking it was men who could lie back and think of nothing.”

Leo snorted. “You know what I mean.”

“Yeah,” Flower said. “Is there any point in getting impatient? Is there any point in worrying about something I can’t fix? I don’t think so, so I don’t.”

The intercom bleeped. “Captain,” Boothroyd said. “System Command has cleared us to depart.”

Leo nodded. “Take us out as planned,” he ordered. He didn’t need to be on the bridge for this, and in fact it might be better if he stayed in his cabin until the jump, but he intended to be there anyway. “And jump as soon as you reach the first jump coordinate.”

“Aye, Sir.”

Leo felt his heart start to race. Two days … more than long enough for the pirates to get the news. They’d certainly done everything in their power to ensure the news spread far and wide. A light freighter, crammed with starship components and everything else a pirate crew might want … a very tempting target indeed, one no pirate crew would forgive their commander for passing up. Leo had wondered if he’d made the ship look a little too tempting, but both Boothroyd and Flower had pointed out greed would probably overcome caution. Pirate ships had no real chain of command, nor did they have a higher authority enforcing their captain’s decisions. If the crew mutinied, no one would punish them.

Assuming they won, Leo thought. It was technically against regulations to plot a mutiny, but he knew cadets who’d done it … purely as a theoretical exercise. It wasn’t that easy to seize control of a warship without the right command codes; a pirate ship, on the other hand, could be taken fairly easily, if the mutineers knew what they were doing. If they lost, they’ll be lucky if they’re just killed quickly …

He stood and made his way to the bridge. There would be several days – and jumps – to go, and it was quite possible the pirates had missed the news, but at least they were on their way at last. And that meant there would be action soon. He couldn’t wait.

And if we manage to complete the first half of the plan, he told himself, we might just manage to complete stage two.


Chapter Twenty-Five

It was ironic, Leo reflected as he sat in the tiny command chair, that they were still doing nothing – except waiting –though they were underway. Donkey was no naval ship, with a jump drive that could recycle in minutes, and her flight path to New Nebraska was a combination of jumps and long periods of waiting, sensors ready for any sign of enemy ships, before jumping again. Leo felt exposed, yet excited, as they inched towards their destination. Surely, he told himself, the pirates had to take the bait.

He sighed, inwardly. It would be as frustrating as hell if the pirates didn’t. They could work the trick again and again, after doing more shuffling to suggest the starship components were needed elsewhere, but there was a limit to how long he could leave Waterhen in Lieutenant Halloran’s hands. At some point, it would become dereliction of duty … and when was a question it would probably take a court-martial to settle. If the plan worked, Leo’s decision to command the mission himself would be overlooked; if it failed with a whimper, rather than a bang, it was quite possible it would be held against him. And yet …

“Captain,” Midshipman Yu said. “I’m picking up turbulence on an attack vector.”

Leo sucked in his breath. Donkey’s active sensors were the best the vessel’s former crew had been able to buy, which made them decades out of date. Her passive sensors, on the other hand, had been transferred from Waterhen, ensuring they were the best the Daybreak Navy could produce. If they were picking up turbulence … he leaned forward as a fuzzy icon appeared behind Donkey, clearly trying to creep up on her. The pirates were taking their time – if indeed the contact was real – but it made a certain degree of sense. They had to know it would be hours before Donkey was ready for her next jump.

“Keep an eye on them, but don’t go active,” Leo ordered. “No need to let them know we’ve seen them.”

He keyed his console, waking Boothroyd and his men. There was no such thing as a red alert on Donkey – her only weapons were a pair of popguns that wouldn’t scratch the hull of anything bigger than a shuttle – but the crew had to be ready. Leo ran the possible vectors in his head, trying to imagine how the pirates would carry out the intercept. A warship might well try to blow them apart from long distance, but a pirate captain would want – need – to take Donkey intact. Their very reluctance to destroy their prize would work against them.

“They’re picking up speed,” Yu reported. “They’ll be within firing range in twenty minutes.”

“They won’t risk firing into our hull,” Leo said. He studied the image on the display, wishing he dared run an active sensor sweep … not, he reminded himself, that the outdated sensors would add enough to justify their use. The enemy ship was a haze, probably no bigger than a light cruiser, although it was impossible to be sure. “Let them think of us as a happy little merchantman, just on her way to the slaughter.”

His earpiece bleeped. “Sir,” Boothroyd said. “We’re ready.”

“Good.” Leo looked up as Flower joined them on the bridge. “Keep an eye on things. It may be a while until we hit the denouement.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo checked his helmet, ready to pull it on if the enemy holed his ship, then took the helm console long enough for Yu to check his too. Wearing full suits was dangerous in a naval engagement, but it would be even more dangerous if they were tossed into space without any protection. He grimaced – they might regret it if the pirates took them alive – and then dismissed the thought. There was no point in skimping on basic precautions. They needed every edge they could get when the shit hit the fan.

He sat back in his chair and forced himself to wait as the seconds ticked by, the enemy vessel inching closer to their hull. Leo made a bet with himself that the enemy ship wouldn’t show herself openly, let alone bring up her targeting sensors, until she got a great deal closer. There was little risk of being caught by Waterhen – as far as the pirates knew, she was a dozen light years away – and no point in blasting Donkey’s hull to stop any emergency transmissions she might make, not when there was no one who might detect them within millions upon millions of miles. The pirates thought they had Donkey at their mercy. The hell of it, he reflected, was that they might be right …

Alarms bleeped. “Missile separation,” Yu snapped. “One missile, a warning shot!”

“Alter course,” Leo ordered, calmly. There was no way Donkey could outrun her opponent, or even stay ahead of her long enough to finish recycling the jump drive and escape, and the pirates would know it. Good. “Make it look as if we’re panicking.”

“Aye, sir,” Yu said. “They’re bringing up targeting sensors now …”

Leo nodded, studying the display. The enemy vessel was showing up clearly now, the warbook identifying it as a missile-heavy light cruiser from the pre-war period … a reasonable design, in her time, but now completely outdated. Her designers had thought in terms of vast salvos of missiles, unaware that technology would reach the point of starship point defence scything them out of space before they could detonate or FTL drives repowering in time for the target to jump out and escape. He suspected the pirates had modified some of her weapons and sensors, but they might well have kept some of her original armament. The missiles would be far deadlier, when deployed against a target – like Donkey – that could neither fight nor run.

The missile flashed past them and detonated, the sensors reporting a straight fusion nuke. Leo grimaced. Nuclear weapons were disturbingly easy to make with the right equipment and no one, not even Daybreak, had been able to keep them out of pirate hands. There was no sign the enemy vessel carried bomb-pumped lasers, but it hardly mattered. Donkey didn’t have a warship’s layer of armour. If she were hit by a nuke, she’d be vaporised.

Flower looked up. “They’re signalling us,” she reported. “They’re ordering us to cut our drives and prepare to be boarded. Or else. They actually said or else.”

“I think they can rely on our imagination to fill in the blanks,” Leo said. He shook his head thoughtfully. “Helm, keep trying to evade; Communications, start screaming for help.”

“Aye, sir,” Yu said. He paused. “They’ll be on top of us in … missile separation!”

Leo braced himself. “Evasive action.”

The missile lanced past and detonated, this time much closer to the hull. “They’re warning us the third shot will be lethal,” Flower said. “Your orders?”

“Tell them we surrender,” Leo said. “Use your best breathy voice to do it.”

He hid his amusement, somehow, as Flower spoke into her console, her voice perfectly pitched to convey the impression of someone young, female, and completely helpless. Leo had to admire her skill, even though he thought it was also a colossal distraction. The pirates wanted their fun with the crew and Flower was offering them everything they wanted, as long as they didn’t blow the ship away first. Leo would have felt sorry for the pirate CO if he hadn’t been an enemy of humanity. Any smart captain would wonder if Donkey was a trap, and react accordingly, but if he did his crew would have him for breakfast. Perhaps literally. Leo had no idea if the reports of pirates eating human flesh were true, but they broke so many taboos as it was that it was hard to imagine them hesitating to break them all. His lips twitched. One way or the other, the pirate CO was not going to get out alive.

“They’re ordering us to hold position,” Flower said. “They’re coming to get us.”

“I’m sure they are,” Leo said. The pirates would want Donkey intact. She was valuable in her own right, quite apart from her cargo and crew.  And she had been screaming for help a few seconds ago … it was just possible, he reflected, that a real warship would show up. The enemy crew would be wise to latch onto the hull, jump to a random location, and then loot Donkey and rape her crew at leisure.  And if her captain was caught between a rock and a hard place, his wisest move was to latch at once and jump, without trying to board and search first. “Prep the magnets.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Leo felt ice crawl down his spine as the enemy ship came closer, her hull bristling with active sensors. There were so many that they had to be interfering with each other, although a capable programmer could probably minimise the effect. He suspected it was intended more for intimidation than anything else, a grim reminder that any resistance would end badly. And if they smelled a rat …

“Transmit our manifest,” Leo ordered. “And the offer to ransom prisoners.”

“Aye, sir,” Flower said.

“Good,” Leo said.

“And they’re promising to treat us very gently,” Flower added. “Charming.”

“Quite.” Leo wouldn’t have believed the pirates, even if he hadn’t grown up in the roughest part of town. “Just as long as they think we’re going to surrender without a fight.”

He took a breath, watching as the pirate vessel overshadowed his ship. Up close, it was clear her hull had been patched multiple times, with various weapons systems pulled out and replaced by a complex mishmash of devices from a dozen different places. Leo was surprised they’d managed to get them all working together, if indeed they had. It was quite possible that half the weapons were non-functional. The sensors seemed active, but were they actually linked to any processors and datacores capable of turning their readings into something useable? It was impossible to be sure.

“On my mark, bind us to them,” Leo ordered. The pirates intended to do the same, he was sure, but he wanted to catch them by surprise. “Get ready … MARK!”

A thump ran through the ship as Donkey sealed herself to the pirate hull. Leo tapped a command into his console, ordering Boothroyd to move, then keyed the communicator.

“This is Captain Morningstar of the Daybreak Navy,” he said. “Your ship is currently bound to my remote-controlled freighter. That freighter carries a nuke, which I can and will detonate to blow your ship to atoms unless you do exactly as I say. My men are boarding your vessel. If you surrender without a fight, and make no attempt to destroy your navigational records, you will be held prisoner and eventually transferred to a penal world. This offer will only be made once. If any of you try to fight, you will all be executed. There will be no second chance. Choose quickly.”

There was a long, chilling pause.

Sweat soaked Leo’s back. It was unlikely the pirates had a self-destruct system ready to go, but if they thought they were going to die anyway they might stall long enough to find a way to destroy their ship, taking Donkey with them. They might refuse to believe his offer, or suspect he’d be overridden by his superiors, or … Leo gritted his teeth. It went against the grain to make any sort of offers to pirates, and his superiors would probably not be happy. But if the first part of the plan worked …

The radio bleeped. “You won’t put us into space?”

Leo breathed a sigh of relief. The pirates were talking. That was a good sign. Probably.

“No,” he said. “Surrender now and you’ll be transported to a penal world. But only if you surrender now.”

He waited, watching the live feed as Boothroyd entered the enemy ship. The pirate CO was caught in a bind. There was no way to be sure Leo would keep his word and yet, if he tried to do something stupid or desperate, he’d be overthrown by his crew. They knew they’d die, if Leo was lying, yet if they blew up their own ship they’d die in the blast. Leo hoped they didn’t want to die. Most pirates were cowards, but if he’d run into a handful who weren’t …

“We surrender,” the pirate said.

Leo breathed a sigh of relief. The pirates made astonishingly cooperative captives, as Boothroyd led his men through the enemy ship. A handful of their crew looked to have been press-ganged; Leo made a mental note to ensure they were interrogated, then given a better offer than a lifetime on a penal world. The psychologists predicted that prisoners – or, more accurately, their descendants – would evolve into a more reasonable society that could then be welcomed back into the interstellar community, but – so far – no such world had stabilised. Leo personally suspected none ever would. The colonists were not ideal stock, lacking any sense of unity as well as proper training. It was a miracle some had survived past the first year.

He keyed his radio, “Bring the captain to me, once the ship is secure,” he said. “And then prepare for the jump to Waterhen.”

“Aye, Captain.”

It was nearly an hour before Boothroyd shoved the pirate captain and his XO into the cargo hold. Leo studied the two thoughtfully, his eyes narrowing as he realised the XO was a woman. They both looked tough, their bodies benefiting from illegal levels of genetic engineering … a doctor would need to take a look at them, Leo thought, but from their oversized muscles it seemed likely whoever had done the modifications had been a hack, leaving a bunch of genetic time bombs in their bodies, waiting to explode. They were struggling to keep their faces under control, but Leo could see the fear in their eyes. He might not keep his word … and, even if he did, their crew would likely kill them. Whatever fear they’d had of their commanders was gone.

“I’ll make this quick,” Leo said. “If you assist us, by helping to unlock your navigational databases and cooperating completely by answering all our questions, I will see to it that you two are sent to a different part of the penal colony. If you refuse, I will tell your former crew that you cooperated with us anyway and let them deal with you.”

The woman glared at him. “You think they’ll believe you?”

“I don’t know,” Leo said, with mock-innocence. “Do you think they’ll believe me?”

The captain spoke quickly. “We’ll give you everything we know, if you let us go instead,” he said. “Fuck the crew, just us.”

“Your loyalty warms my heart,” Leo said, sarcastically. It was unsurprising, but still depressing. “I am prepared to drop you into a safe area …”

“There’s no such thing on a penal world,” the captain said. It was true. Daybreak didn’t care about the fate of anyone dropped onto a penal world, no matter what they’d done. The republic certainly didn’t bother to give them any protection. “That’s the offer. Take it or leave it.”

Leo met his eyes. “You do realise we could force you to talk?”

“Maybe,” the pirate said. “But do you have time?”

Leo shrugged. The pirate could have an implant designed to make interrogation impossible, keyed to explode – or simply overheat – the moment it detected any form of interrogation, from the most advanced brain scanning tech to drugs or old-fashioned torture. Or, like Governor Venture, his genetic alterations could have included a lethal reaction to any sort of truth drugs. Defusing such devices was hit or miss, to the navy’s eternal frustration. It was hard, almost impossible, to find pirate bases because almost everyone who knew where they were had a similar implant. If they refused to give up the information willingly, extracting it would become almost impossible.

“I suppose not,” he said. “Very well. Give us your full cooperation, without lying or withholding information, and we’ll make sure you go to a different world as indentured workers. It’s the best offer I can make you.”

There was a long pause. Leo held the captain’s eyes, daring him to say no. Boothroyd’s report had encompassed the normal horrors of a pirate ship, from press-ganged techs to sex slaves … some of the latter, he’d noted, having been treated in a manner that left them little more than dolls, unable to do more than lie there and take it. There was no way in hell Leo would let the pirates go free. Sending them into indentured servitude was the best offer he’d give them, and frankly he wouldn’t shed a tear if they were murdered the day after they were handed over. They were just too nasty to allow to live.

“Very well,” the captain said. He looked as if he were trying to be prideful, despite losing almost everything. His life would be worthless if the pirates ever realised what he’d done and he knew it. “We’ll do as you want.”

Leo nodded, curtly. “You know what we want,” he said, to Boothroyd. They had discussed it briefly, during the planning sessions. “If they give you any trouble, the deal is off.”

Boothroyd snapped a perfect salute, then favoured the prisoners with a savage grin. “Yes, sir!”

Leo left him to it, walking back to the bridge. The pirate crew had been separated from their prisoners, the latter being held in a separate hold until they could be treated properly. Leo wanted to take them straight to Yangtze, or another world, but they had to act fast. Sooner or later, someone would realise the pirate ship was missing and change all the codes …

And if we manage to get ahead of the curve, Leo told himself, we might just manage to knock over a pirate base.


Chapter Twenty-Six

The pirate base was in a system of little importance, a few hundred asteroids – remnants of a world long-since shattered – orbiting a dull red star. It was the sort of system that might be visited once or twice a year by Navy patrols, if it were closer to the core worlds, but otherwise be left alone, unless a corporation took an interest or an independent settlement effort decided to turn the system into a home that would be firmly off the beaten track. Leo suspected, as more and more data flowed into the captured ship’s display, that the original settlers had been the latter, intent on living their lives countless light years from the war. But then the pirates had arrived …

“Got it,” Yu said, quietly.

Leo studied the younger man thoughtfully. Yu had been having the time of his life playing with the mismatched pirate sensor gear, noting all the ways it was better than the pirate crew had a right to expect. It shouldn’t have been possible to blend so many pieces of tech from so many different manufacturers together, not without very real problems, but the pirates had made it work. Leo hoped their maintenance crews were conscripts, people he could press-gang into his service. If they served the pirates willingly …

“Show me,” he ordered.

An icon blinked into life on the display. The pirate base was located within an asteroid cluster, the drifting rocks impressively close together even though an experienced spacer would have no trouble steering a path between them. Asteroid fields that posed an actual threat to starships, at least starships that weren’t trying to ram an asteroid, were few and far between; this one, he noted coldly, was no exception. It looked as if someone had been mining the asteroids, judging from the pattern, although there was no way to be sure from such a distance. They’d figure it out later, if the plan worked.

A rush of excitement shot through him. Pirates didn’t act in a vacuum. There was always a network of illicit colonies, fences and ties to organisations and worlds that, willingly or not, paid good money for stolen goods. The defence gear they’d told the universe they’d crammed into Donkey would bring a pretty penny, as would nearly anything else the pirates captured and sold to the highest bidder. It wasn’t uncommon for kidnap victims – women, mainly – to wind up married to asteroid miners, who paid the pirates for their wives, or to be sold to brothels after the pirates had their fun. Hell, the missing colonist-carriers could easily have been flown to a stage-one colony beyond the Rim and the colonists informed they had a flat choice between working to build their new homeworld or being enslaved. It could take years to map out the entire network and work out where the illicit bases interacted with more legitimate settlements, but they’d do it. And those who funded the pirates would pay for their crimes.

“It doesn’t look like a half-covert base,” Flower said. “There aren’t many starships coming and going.”

Leo nodded. There were millions of independent asteroid settlements scattered throughout known space, most without any sort of naval presence and inhabited by people who wouldn’t ask many questions about where the pirate ship had been, particularly if the pirates were smart enough to use a fake IFF code or something that would give the asteroid’s managers a degree of plausible deniability. If the pirate base had been one of those, dealing with it would have posed a tricky little problem. But it looked as though the asteroid was completely off the beaten trail, the kind of settlement with no legitimate operations at all … and no innocents to get caught in the crossfire, if the mission went to hell. Leo wanted the base intact, along with the ships docked within the rock, but if worse came to worst he’d blow the asteroid away and congratulate himself on his success. If nothing else, killing pirates was always a good deed.

Although they will have a bunch of captives on that rock, he reminded himself. If we can recover and rescue them, we should.

“Contact Waterhen,” he ordered, quietly. “We’re going in.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo leaned back in his chair, trying not to show his nerves as the pirate ship glided towards the rock. It was hard to pick out any trace of the pirate base on passive sensors; there were no free-floating defence platforms, radio beacons or anything else that might indicate human settlement. It made him wonder what had happened to any legal miners that had entered the system … he shook his head. If any had, which was unlikely because there were dozens of more profitable systems within the sector, they probably hadn’t lasted very long. No one would notice, or care, if a bunch of independent miners went out and never returned.

He keyed his terminal. “Sergeant? Are you ready?”

“Yes, sir,” Boothroyd said. “Get us in and we’ll do the rest.”

Leo waited impatiently as the asteroid loomed over the pirate ship. There were still no signs of human settlement … no, there was a gap within the shadows, a cave mouth expanding rapidly into a structure that looked like a crude internal spacedock. It was incredibly inefficient, Leo noted coldly, but it was quite effective at ensuring no betraying emissions would radiate beyond the rocky shell, revealing the base’s presence to any watching eyes. His mouth watered as he saw the two dozen or so ships crammed into the bay, some clearly being cannibalised and others being prepped for departure. It was a bigger operation than he’d expected, but then … the pirates had been fairly safe, until recently. The local planets didn’t have the resources to hunt them down and Daybreak was a long way away.

No, Leo corrected himself. It was a very long way away. And now we’re here to stay.

“Captain,” Yu said, quietly. “They’re demanding our codes.”

“Transmit them,” Leo ordered. Sweat prickled down his back. He’d interrogated the captives mercilessly, and made sure to bring them with him to ensure their lives were at risk too, but if they’d managed to slip a lie past him … there were no visible weapons within the giant cavern, yet that was meaningless. There were so many pieces of junked equipment piled against the far walls that they could easily conceal starship-grade weapons, or missile launchers, or anything. “And then hold position here.”

He waited, keeping his breath steady. One way or the other, the pirate base was going to die. Waterhen was right behind them, with more than enough firepower to blow the base into atoms … Leo and his crew would die, if the pirates left them alive long enough for them to be killed by friendly fire, but at least the pirate base would be dead. It would put one hell of a crimp in their operations …

“We’re cleared to dock,” Yu reported. “Sir?”

“Take us in,” Leo ordered, keying his communicator. “Sergeant, deploy the moment we dock.”

“Aye, sir,” Boothroyd said. “We’re ready.”

Leo counted down the last few seconds as the pirate ship docked. The gravity field flickered oddly, a faint sense of sickening unease rushing through him as the base’s gravity field sought to mesh with the shipboard field. Proof, if Leo needed it, that the pirates weren’t that concerned about basic maintenance. The pirate ship he’d captured made Waterhen – before his arrival – look like a perfectly-maintained ship, so perfect the captain could be smug in front of the other captains. Leo’s lips twitched at the mental image, then tightened. The last seconds were ticking away …

A dull thump echoed through the ship. “Sir,” Yu said. “The assault force has deployed.”

“Ramp up the targeting sensors,” Leo ordered. “And signal Waterhen to go live.”

He keyed his console, broadcasting on every frequency. “This is the Daybreak Navy,” he snapped. “You are under our guns. There is no escape. If you bring up your weapons and active sensors, or attempt to fly out into open space, we will blow you away. If you surrender now, I am prepared to commute your death sentences to lifetime imprisonment instead. There will be no second chances. Surrender now and live, or fight and die.”

The display altered, sharply. Waterhen had deployed a dozen decoy drones and they’d all gone live, suggesting an entire fleet was surrounding the pirate base. Leo scowled as he studied the display. He knew the fleet didn’t exist, which helped, but there were still too many signs suggesting the fleet was nothing more than sensor ghosts and illusions. Waterhen wasn’t a modern ship, assigned to the core worlds; she hadn’t been allowed to requisition any truly modern drones, the kind of decoys that would fool the pirate sensors effortlessly. If the pirates thought about what they were seeing …

He told himself it didn’t matter. His targeting sensors were sweeping the ships inside the spacedock, a clear warning he’d open fire if they gave him even the slightest excuse. There was a real destroyer outside too … the pirates might be able to give Waterhen a fight, if they had a chance to get their ships into open space, but neither Leo nor Lieutenant Halloran had any intention of letting them. Leo wanted the base intact, yet … he’d blow it away if there was no other choice. He eyed the live feed as Boothroyd led his team through the enemy base, throwing stun and gas grenades around as if they were going out of fashion. The pirates, thankfully, hadn’t bothered to prepare for an internal assault. A little forethought could have stalled the assault team for quite some time, perhaps forever.

But they couldn’t keep the base intact if the navy wanted it gone, Leo thought. Why bother with internal defences when we could just nuke the place from a safe distance?

“Captain, some of the ships are trying to surrender,” Yu reported. “Your orders?”

“Tell the crews to power their ships down completely, then disembark,” Leo ordered. He didn’t have the manpower to occupy the entire base, not in a hurry. “We’ll pick them up shortly.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo leaned forward. “Can you locate the colonist-carriers?”

“No, sir,” Yu said. “The largest ship on my scanners is an old bulk freighter.”

“Shit.” Leo hadn’t counted on finding the colonist-carriers on the pirate base, but they would have come in handy. It wasn’t going to be easy to hold hundreds of prisoners, let alone transport them to their new home. “Keep looking …”

He forced himself to watch the live feed as Boothroyd led his team into the core of the pirate settlement, blowing through hatches and crashing into enemy territory before they could organise more than sporadic resistance. A handful of armed men tried to stop them, only to be stunned … they’d be secured later, Leo noted, once the assault force had taken control and started to clear up the mess. The makeshift drones were flying free, distributing sleepy gas as they flew through the corridors; a couple were shot down, the gas continuing to spread regardless. A number of pirates were smart enough to don suits and run, but they had nowhere to go. Leo breathed a sigh of relief as Boothroyd stormed the control centre, overrunning the remaining defenders and directing a hacker to take control of the asteroid.

“Sir, the control centre is in our hands,” Boothroyd reported. “I’m shutting down the internal network now.”

Leo nodded. It would be difficult, under normal circumstances, to ensure there were no unpleasant surprises waiting within the enemy datanet, and damn near impossible given how many different systems had been worked into the pirate net. Better to shut everything down, then bring it back up piece by piece, after the base had been searched and all enemy personnel – willing or not – taken into custody. There was no immediate danger from shutting down the life support system. The asteroid was big enough that it would take some time for the air to turn foul, then lethal.

“Captain, signal from Waterhen,” Yu said. “A pirate ship is detaching from the rear of the base.”

“Noted,” Leo said irritably, knowing his crew would do its best to shoot that ship down. A smart captain would have covertly charged his FTL drive, preparing to jump the moment he was clear of the rock. Leo couldn’t let anyone escape. There would be a handful of ships out on raiding missions, if he was any judge, and they’d come back to the base – fat and happy – providing they didn’t know the base had been captured. “Did you get her?”

“Trying to see, sir,” Yu said. There was a long pause, just long enough for Leo to wonder if Weapons had mistimed it. The pirate captain would be foolish to jump so close to the base, but if the only other option was getting blown away … he might see no choice. He might also see a squadron of illusionary naval warships bearing down on him. “Sir, the enemy ship has been destroyed.”

Leo smiled, tiredly. “Sweep the exterior of the rock for any other surprises,” he ordered, curtly. The pirate ship had been a surprise, and they hadn’t seen her because they hadn’t dared use active sensors, but it wouldn’t happen again. “And then order Waterhen to hold position.”

He sat back in his chair, watching grimly as the assault team fanned through the remainder of the pirate base. There were nearly eight hundred inhabitants, from people who were very definitely pirates, and fences, to enslaved techs and prostitutes. The latter, at least, were easy to identify. Some had been chained to their beds, others bore the marks of brutal mistreatment … Leo’s stomach churned as he realised just how badly some of the poor women had been handled. He’d thought himself inured to horror, to man’s inhumanity to man, but this … it was hard, very hard, to keep from throwing up as he saw a handful of clearly underage girls with bruises and burns all over their bodies. He’d known the pirates cared nothing for common decency, and that they knew they’d be executed when – if – they were captured, yet …

I shouldn’t have offered to accept surrenders, he thought, darkly. The bastards need to be killed.

He grimaced, warring with himself. It would be so easy to order the pirates thrown into space or be simply shot despite what he’d told them. It would be easy … and yet, word would get out and the pirates would know, of course they would, that there was no point in trying to surrender. Leo ground his teeth in fury. He had taken an immense risk in making the offer – naval policy with regards to piracy was that all pirates were to be executed, no exceptions – and it would come back to bite him. His enemies wouldn’t hesitate to suggest he’d made a dreadful mistake, and disobeyed orders into the bargain. It made sense, from a tactical point of view, but someone looking at it from hundreds of light years away might come to a very different conclusion.

“Damn it,” he muttered. He knew he had to keep his word. Daybreak naval officers were supposed to keep their word, to embody the rigorous honour code that drove their society. If you gave your word, and he had, you had to keep it. Loophole abuse was not tolerated. It was the mark of a man who could not be trusted or relied upon. “What the hell am I supposed to do?”

He sighed, inwardly. The pirates would not have a comfortable life, after they were transferred to Ingalls. They’d spend the rest of their existence working in the mines. No doubt some of the worst would suffer accidents, or simply cross the line and get executed by their overseers. It was vanishingly unlikely they’d ever have a chance to menace the universe again. And yet …

His intercom bleeped. “Sir, we have started securing the enemy vessels,” Boothroyd reported, shortly. “One of the freighters looks large enough to take the prisoners, at least until we can start sorting them.”

“Do it,” Leo said. The pirates would have to be interrogated, to see who’d been forced to work for them. “Do you think you cleared the entire rock, and got all the pirates?”

“It’s tricky to say,” Boothroyd said. “We swept all the compartments, but someone could easily be hidden in the tubes – knocked out by the gas – or trying to find a way to get off the rock before it’s too late. We did confirm the ships are all powered down, so I doubt they can escape.”

“Unless there’s another base on the other side of the asteroid cluster,” Leo mused. It was quite possible for an asteroid miner to survive alone for months, if not years, if he had the right equipment. A pirate could do the same. It wouldn’t be a pleasant life, and the odds of getting rescued would be slight, but it might be better than being executed. “And that base may be impossible to find.”

“If it exists at all,” Boothroyd pointed out. It was clear he didn’t believe there was a second enemy base. “The more bases within the system, the greater the chance of being spotted.”

Leo nodded, slowly. It wasn't impossible that the pirates had hidden a starship a few million miles away, so completely powered down that there would be no way to tell, short of visual contact, that the ship wasn’t just another piece of space junk. If a pirate had the wit to get a spacesuit and jet away from the rock, before it was too late …

“We’ll see,” he said. Some things just had to be left to chance. “For the moment, deal with the prisoners. Get the real pirates separated from the rest” – his smile widened, just for a second – “and then we’ll see what use we can make of this base.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

“I spent half my shore leave in red-light districts,” Boothroyd said, as they surveyed the remnants of the pirate base. “They catered for spacers and soldiers on leave, with tastes from the unsubtle to the gross … really gross. And there was nothing – nothing – like this.”

Leo nodded, feeling sick. The pirate base looked like a red-light district, right down to the brothels offering cheap sex and VR parlours, but there was absolutely no sense there were any legal restrictions at all. A red-light district, even on the most liberal worlds, had some laws; the pirates had none. They offered sex with slaves, some underage; they offered VR fantasies that were illegal almost everywhere; they offered pleasure drugs that were flatly forbidden right across the known galaxy, including some so addictive that one dose was enough to make a victim dependent for life, at least unless they were wealthy enough to afford some very expensive treatment. The pirates had produced some of the most dangerous drugs, in hyper-concentrated form, on the base … the hell of it, he reflected grimly, was that he couldn’t simply shut the production lines down. They’d made sure to addict most of their slaves, just to ensure they couldn’t escape, and denying them their daily dose would be a death sentence.

“I believe you,” he said. He hadn’t seen many red-light districts – the only one he’d visited regularly had been near the Academy, and he’d been told it was tame compared to others – but Boothroyd’s career had taken him right across the known galaxy. “What are we going to do with it?”

“Work our way through the client lists, and try to see how many we can catch,” Boothroyd said. “We should be able to catch a bunch of them, given time.”

Leo nodded, then looked at Flower. “What did you find?”

“We captured eight hundred and seventy people,” Flower said. If she was troubled by the pirate base, and the horrors inflicted on its slaves, she didn’t show it. “Two hundred and thirty appear to be pirates, from captains to crewmen, or their supporting staff. Thirty-seven appear to have run the base; the remainder were fences or--” she grimaced, just for a second “—content creators.”

Leo felt even sicker than before. It wasn’t enough to treat their prisoners like shit, to drug them with something that would keep them begging for the next dose. No, the pirates had recorded their suffering and used it to produce sickening VR fantasies, the kind so illegal that possessing them led to a lifetime in jail … if the owner had a good lawyer. Slavery wasn’t supposed to be economical, at least outside a stage-one colony world, but he had to admit the pirates had made the practice pay. It was so repulsively horrid that his earlier thoughts came back to mock him. No one would say a word if he put the bastards into space. He wanted to believe it. He really did.

“The remainder appear to have been slaves,” Flower continued. “Two hundred were sex slaves, the rest engineers and maintenance staff. Most claim to have been taken off captured starships, and our records back up that claim … for the few for which we do have records.  The slaves were quite happy to point out a couple of pirates pretending to be slaves, so I think it’s fairly safe to say the remainder really were.”

“And they’re all addicts,” Leo said. “Crap.”

“Yes, sir,” Flower said.

Leo scowled. The Academy did not tolerate drug addicts. If you were so weak that you became dependent on a drug, the instructors had said, you were too weak to become a naval officer. It was grounds for a dishonourable discharge, if not a charge of rendering yourself unfit for duty. There were rumours of some cadets being offered a second chance, if they could muster the willpower to break the addiction from within, but they’d never been confirmed. Frankly, he rather doubted them. The Academy was never short of prospective cadets …

The poor bastards didn’t have a choice, he reminded himself. And you know it.

He looked at Flower. “Did you make them the offer?”

“Most accepted,” Flower told him. “Only twenty-three didn’t, all of whom want to go home.”

“We can ship them back, after the interrogations are over,” Leo said. “The rest …”

He smiled, coldly. The navy’s rules were clear. It was a criminal offence to aid and abet pirate operations, even if the pirates put a gun to your head or threatened to rape your young daughter if you didn’t. Leo was starting to suspect the laws were far too inflexible, but he was too junior to have any hope of convincing the navy to change the rules. Instead, he’d sentence the pirate prisoners to community service, helping to get the pirate base up and running as a formal naval base. It wasn’t ideal, but it was impossible to do anything through Yangtze without it being noted and logged. And the captured ships would give him some much-needed firepower.

“They’ve agreed to work for us,” Flower said. Her eyes narrowed. “That said, there’s a couple of oddities.”

Leo eyed her. “What sort of oddities?”

“I assumed we’d be able to pick up the kidnapped techs,” Flower said. “The ship that attacked Morse might have brought them here, but there’s no trace of them. Or the techs from the colonist-carriers. It’s possible they were sold to another colony, but … so far, we haven’t been able to uncover anything pointing in their direction.”

“Strange,” Leo agreed. The pirates wouldn’t have any use for the techs, certainly not all of them. “Can you add it to the interrogation questions?”

“I have,” Flower said. “So far, nothing.”

“There’s no reason to assume this is the only pirate base,” Boothroyd pointed out. “The pirates could easily have taken their prize elsewhere.”

Leo wasn’t so sure. Colonist-carriers were very recognisable ships. They would stand out, if they were brought to a pirate base, and someone would have noticed. The ships might have been destroyed, after they’d unloaded their human cargo, or … or what? And where were the missing techs?

He rubbed his forehead. “And the other oddity?”

“Their accounting is downright criminal,” Flower said, essaying a black joke. “Their records are even worse. I have been unable to determine how the pirates got the funding to get started, or even how they were able to locate and seize this base. I’m surprised they managed to get so many ships into service, let alone pose such a threat …”

Leo nodded, slowly. It wasn’t that expensive to keep a civilian ship operating, but warships – even outdated hulks – were a great deal more difficult to keep in service. The pirates cut corners wherever possible – the ship they’d captured had been one catastrophic failure short of absolute disaster – but there were limits, even for the best engineers in the known galaxy. It was possible the pirates had stolen their ships, or purchased them at bargain rates, yet … did they manage to steal enough, he asked himself, to fund their operations?

It wasn’t impossible, he conceded. There was always someone willing to buy, if the price was right, without asking any awkward questions. Even a stage-one colony could scrape up quite a bit of cash, if the need was there. And yet … it bugged him.

“There might be someone behind the scenes,” Boothroyd said. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

“Maybe closer to the core,” Flower countered. “Out here?”

“We’ll keep working on it,” Leo said. “The fences will be quite informative before we send them onwards.”

“Yes, sir,” Boothroyd agreed.

They walked on, passing barracks that looked like death chambers and workshops that looked messy and unreliable, tools and gear from a dozen different manufacturers – and eras – scattered over the desks. Leo knew the former prisoners would have their work cut out for them, turning the pirate base and the captured ships into something the navy could use, but … they were better than nothing. The more ships they had patrolling the jumplines, the more pirates they could kill – or deter. Given time, they might even be able to keep the sector worlds from building and deploying their own navies. Daybreak would not approve.

He looked at Flower. “Do we know how they actually found this base?”

“According to the staff, the base was created by an independent asteroid mining company and then abandoned, when the economic crash washed over the sector,” Flower said. “The miners never returned, leaving the base empty until the pirates took it for themselves. Quite how they found it I don’t know; one of the miners could have sold the coordinates for a song, or they might have located an old record somewhere and decided to check it out.”

Leo frowned. It wasn’t an uncommon story. The war had led to thousands upon thousands of settlements, mining camps and other deep space installations being abandoned and left to drift in interstellar space until the end of time. Some had been reopened, as Daybreak drew the human race back together; others hadn’t been so much as touched for decades, since they’d been evacuated. And yet, it was weird. The sector was too underdeveloped for a hidden mining camp to have made economic sense.

He looked up. “When did this happen?”

“A decade ago,” Flower said. “That would have been shortly after the first survey ships made contact with the sector, just before annexation.”

“Interesting timing,” Leo mused. “Did anyone on Yangtze or any of the other major worlds know about the mining camp?”

“If they did, it was never included in the charts they supplied us,” Flower said. “Officially, this system was eyeballed a year or two after the survey, then deemed useless and largely left alone.”

“Officially,” Leo repeated. Had someone on Yangtze made the file disappear? Had the file ever existed at all? There was no way to be sure. “We’ll look into it when we get back to Yangtze.”

He put the thought aside over the next few days, as they worked their way through the pirates and tried to put as many ships as possible back into space. It wasn’t easy. The pirates might have been willing to take insane risks, by naval standards, and the press-ganged techs had done the bare minimum, but there were limits. Leo had hoped for two or three squadrons and it looked as if he was going to get five or six ships at most, nothing bigger than a frigate. They’d probably be effective against pirates, but anything else wouldn’t be even remotely intimidated. And manning the ships was going to be a real problem.

“We can’t trust manpower from this sector,” he complained to Flower, “and there’s no way we can convince the navy to send us more crew.”

“You can trust the former prisoners,” Flower reminded him. “And they are very eager to get to grips with the rest of the pirates.”

Leo had his doubts. The former prisoners wanted revenge, and he could hardly blame them, but they were also drug addicts. They couldn’t be trusted completely, not least because they tended to fall into withdrawal at odd – and unpredictable – moments. There was no way any experienced naval officer would feel comfortable with giving them the responsibility for a starship, and yet he had no choice. He had no one else. Perhaps it would be better to try to recruit on Yangtze, despite the risks. They might be able to vet the recruits through the local authorities.

Except someone might well have murdered Governor Venture, Leo thought, coldly. Who?

He had been careful to steer the captured ships well clear of the pirate base before he put them through their paces, a policy that proved its wisdom two days later when another pirate ship turned up, fat and happy, and waltzed right into a trap. Leo’s crew took her without a fight, freeing two dozen slaves and new captives, and herding the prisoners into the cells for later interrogation. The pirate crew were quite happy to confess to everything, and cooperate as much as possible, in exchange for their lives. Leo wasn’t surprised. They’d already proven themselves cowards.

“You may find this of interest,” Flower said. “The bastards were raiding Yellowstone, in tandem with another ship.”

Leo studied the report thoughtfully. Yellowstone was a de facto stage-one colony world that should have climbed the ladder by now … and would have, if the sector’s sudden isolation from the rest of the galaxy hadn’t destroyed the local economy. The report noted that Yellowstone had very little modern tech, certainly nothing capable of convincing a pirate ship she’d get a bloody nose if she tried to press the issue. The locals were helpless before anyone who held the high orbitals, and the pirates had had no trouble ordering them to pay tribute – or else.

“One ship returned, with a hold of stolen goods,” Flower said. “The other will be collecting the second set of goods shortly.”

“Bastards.” Leo stared down at the report, his mind racing. Yellowstone was five days away, maybe three if they pushed it. “If we can get there in time …”

He keyed his terminal, bringing up the starchart. It was possible that all they’d have to do was wait, to let the pirates walk back into the captured base … and straight into his waiting arms. But there was no guarantee the pirates would come back to this base, and – after what had happened to Morse – no guarantee they’d take their tribute and leave the rest of the planet unmolested. Leo knew there was no point in thinking about it. He had to get to Yellowstone as quickly as possible, to catch the pirates in the act.

His eyes narrowed, as he keyed his communicator. “Plot a course to Yellowstone,” he ordered. “I want to be there as quickly as possible.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo leaned back in his chair and forced himself to think. He needed to leave most of the troops on the pirate base, even though it was unlikely the prisoners could cause any trouble … let alone escape. They didn’t have time to prepare the newcomers to assist them, not without delaying their departure until it would be far too late to capture the enemy ship. Or destroy it.

“Sergeant, assign someone to remain here, in command,” Leo ordered, briefly running through the situation. He would have preferred to leave Boothroyd himself, but he needed the older man to recruit more troopers when they returned to Yangtze. “We’ll depart in twenty minutes.”

“Yes, sir,” Boothroyd said. “How many troopers do you want to pull off the base?”

Leo cursed under his breath. In theory, he could operate Waterhen with five crewmen, assuming nothing went wrong. In practice … something would go wrong, something he’d need more crew to handle, and he’d be in deep shit if he didn’t have those crewmen.

“Leave eight behind, with their equipment,” he said. Their gear was outdated, but it should be enough to deal with unarmed and unarmoured prisoners. “We’ll recall the rest of the crew.”

Good thing we weren’t offering any shore leave here, his thoughts added, as a low hum echoed through the ship. That would have really messed things up.

“Make sure you copy all the pirate databases to a secure datacore,” Leo added, to Flower. “If there’s anything there we can use, I want to know it.”

Flower nodded, although she didn’t look convinced. Leo suspected she was right – the pirates hadn’t kept very good records, where they’d bothered to keep them at all – but he was going to be in quite enough trouble when the navy heard he’d sentenced a bunch of pirates to a lifetime as indentured workers, rather than simply executing the lot of them. It had served a tactical purpose, but … was it enough? Leo wondered just what his patron would make of it. Would he commend Leo for his tactical skill, or would he see Leo as an embarrassment best kept hundreds of light years away? It was impossible to know what was happening on Daybreak, if his enemies were undermining his position with his patron or if they’d decided they could safely forget about him. And if he gave them a clear shot at his career …

Another one? Leo shook his head, wondering how he could have been so foolish. It would have been so much easier, and safer, to meet Fleur in a love hotel. You’re damn lucky you got a chance to have a command of your own so quickly, even if they thought they were getting rid of you.

His intercom bleeped. “Captain, that’s the last of the crew returned to the ship,” Lieutenant Halloran reported. “Lieutenant Hawke has assumed command of the pirate base.”

“Naval base,” Leo corrected. If they were lucky, the pirate ships would just keep coming … and being captured. “I’m on my way.”

He allowed himself a smile as he stood, brushed down his uniform, and headed to the bridge. The mission had worked better than he’d dared hope, letting them capture a pirate base and repurpose it – and the ships – for naval use. And by the time the pirates realised the base was in naval hands, it would be too late. They’d find it much harder to trust any other bases, after they worked out what he’d done. Leo would see to it that rumours were spread far and wide, suggesting all the bases were in naval hands.

“All stations report ready, Captain,” Lieutenant Halloran said. Leo made a mental note to recommend him for promotion, as soon as possible. He’d done very well, keeping command of Waterhen while Leo took the captured ship into the pirate base personally. “We are clear to jump.”

Leo nodded. “Helm, set course for Yellowstone,” he ordered. “And jump!”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Yellowstone could have passed for Daybreak, or Earth, or Yangtze, or any of a thousand other worlds that the human race had settled over the past few centuries, save for a single detail. There were no satellites in orbit, not even the standard planetary communications relay networks that were normally established before settlement could begin; the only trace of any sort of modern technology, as far as Waterhen could see, was a radio transmitter positioned near the single city. Yellowstone wasn’t a very highly populated world, Leo noted; the majority of the colonists was spread out, rather than being concentrated. He couldn’t help thinking it looked ideal, if one didn’t mind a low-tech environment. There certainly didn’t seem to be anything more advanced than a handful of steam trains moving on the surface … primitive and slow, yet surprisingly charming.

“Raise the surface,” Leo ordered. It was unlikely the locals had the slightest idea the destroyer was there, but … if they’d already been raided once, and they did have some way of keeping an eye on the high orbitals, they’d panic when they spotted Waterhen. “And ask for permission to land.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said.

“No enemy contacts detected,” Abigail added. “The system appears to be empty.”

“Good.” Leo felt oddly uneasy as he surveyed the display. The system would be a valuable prize, over the next century or two, but right now it was incredibly vulnerable. The pirates could sit in the high orbitals and drop rocks until the locals gave up, if they didn’t simply land on a distant farm and tear it to pieces, withdrawing well before anyone could react to their arrival. “Keep everything stepped down as much as possible. I don’t want the pirates to know we’re here.”

“The planetary government is responding, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “They’re inviting you to land.”

“Tell them we’ll be down shortly,” Leo said. “You have the bridge.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo hurried down to the shuttle port, nodding politely to Flower as she joined him. There was no time to change into his dress uniform. They’d shaved as much time off the journey as they could, but there were still only a few hours – at most – before the pirate ship returned to the system. Leo knew better than to expect them to be punctual – pirates weren’t known for that – yet he needed as much time as possible to prepare a suitable reception. He slipped into the pilot’s seat, took the controls, and guided the shuttlecraft into the planet’s atmosphere. There was no ATC, and no proper spaceport; he thought, for a horrible moment, he’d made a terrible mistake before realising he was being steered towards a landing field that might be good for primitive aircraft, but dangerously fragile for modern shuttlecraft and light freighters. The city beyond was smaller than he’d expected, nothing more than a small town compared to Daybreak City. He couldn’t help thinking, as he flew over a river network, that Yellowstone was never going to be anything more than a stage-one world. And someone else was going to take the rest of the system for themselves.

He guided the shuttle down to the landing field and grimaced. There had been a building at the far edge of the grassy field, now nothing more than burnt-out rubble. He guessed the pirates had blown it away as a show of power, surprisingly restrained considering what they’d done to Morse. The other hangars would have made excellent targets. But then, there was nothing to be gained by slaughtering everyone on Yellowstone. They couldn’t keep demanding tribute if there was no one to provide it.

The shuttle hatch opened. Warm air flooded into the craft. Leo took in a long breath, memories of his first time with Gayle washing through his mind as he enjoyed the natural scent, so different from Daybreak or even Yangtze City. He told himself to forget it as he stepped outside, noting the two visitors waiting for him. One was old enough to be his father, wearing maroon robes with a single gold chain hanging around his neck; the other was the same age as Leo, his face grim and cold. Leo felt a twinge of guilt, even before either could speak. The navy was meant to protect worlds like Yellowstone, but the navy hadn’t so much as bothered to do anything to defend the planet from cowards in starships. He told himself, firmly, that that was about to change.

“I’m Mayor Thompson,” the older man said. There was a thin edge of hostility in his tone, but he kept his voice calm. “What can we do for you?”

Leo met his eyes. “We understand the pirates demanded tribute from you,” he said. “What exactly do they want?”

“The first ship wanted food and drink,” Mayor Thompson said. Leo guessed he was the closest thing Yellowstone had to a planetary head of state. “The second wants women.”

“Ten women, to be precise,” the second man snapped. “And if we don’t hand them over …”

He glared at Leo. “Where were you?”

“We’re here now,” Leo said. It was hard not to feel a little shame. Daybreak had annexed the sector, and Yellowstone was supposed to follow interstellar laws even if the planet’s population didn’t know what they were, but – so far – it had offered little in return, not even protection. “And we will deal with those pirates.”

“Yeah,” the second man said. The helpless rage in his voice burned. “And what happens when you go away?”

“Fritz, enough,” Mayor Thompson said.

“It’s understandable,” Leo said. He had grown up in a rough area, where his mother had often had to haggle with landlords and other shitheads, who seemed to delight in raising and lowering prices to ensure that the poor stayed that way. As a child, he’d promised himself he’d kill the wretched landlord and had often wondered why the older men didn’t rid themselves of the parasite; as an adult, he’d come to understand it and hate it. “But we will deal with the pirates.”

He sighed, inwardly. Fritz had a point. What would it profit Yellowstone to see Waterhen blow a pirate ship out of space, when the next pirate ship might be far more brutal or even strike the planet without warning, just to avenge its comrade? It was the same problem he’d known people to face back home, although Daybreak was generally better at ensuring long-term thugs, having finally run afoul of the law, never got to go home and resume making lives miserable. But here …

“Tell us what happened,” he said. “And let us deal with the pirates.”

“They want ten women, assembled here, and any techs we might happen to have,” Mayor Thompson said. “Or else they’ll land and take them. I had to ask for volunteers.”

“And my sister volunteered,” Fritz said. “Doesn’t she know what they’ll do to her?”

Leo felt a stab of pity, and rage. “They’ll land the shuttle here and take them?”

“Yes,” the Mayor said. “That’s what they did before.”

“I see.” Leo had considered trying to seize the pirate shuttle and flying it to the mothership, but that wasn't likely to work. It depended on just how alert the pirate crew actually was and he dared not assume they wouldn’t be alert. “If we can …”

Flower caught his arm. “Can I have a word?”

Leo nodded, silently sending his apologies to the two men as Flower led him back to the shuttle. Her face was grim but resolved. “I have an idea,” she said. “Let me go as one of the tribute girls.”

“What?” Leo stared at her. “Are you mad?”

“No.” Flower looked back at him evenly. “We need to disable that ship from the inside and I can do it.”

Leo shook his head in disbelief. “This isn’t a bloody movie with a friendly scriptwriter,” he pointed out, sharply. “Did your training really include daring commando raids?”

“You might be surprised,” Flower said. “Dealing with difficult clients was part of the job, so was a degree of industrial espionage and …”

“That’s insane.” Leo had heard stories, but he’d always thought they were nonsense, absurd rumours spread to hide the truth behind a tissue of lies. “Do you really think you can do it?”

He met her eyes. “We could also stay in orbit, in stealth mode, then blow the pirates away when they arrive.”

“And how could you be sure of capturing or destroying their vessel?” Flower looked back at him, evenly. “If they get away, they’ll return and Yellowstone will pay the price.”

Leo cursed. She had a point. No matter how he worked the problem, there was no guarantee he’d be able to capture or destroy the pirate ship. If the crew came in fat and happy, they’d have no trouble taking the vessel intact, but if they took even the slightest precautions … no, there was no guarantee of anything. And if the enemy ship got away …

He looked at her, wondering just when he’d come to care for her. It wasn’t as if they were lovers – they weren’t – but … they were good friends, he thought, although it was tricky to know if she’d ever shown him her real self. If she thought she could pull it off … either she was insane, or she had a lot more up her sleeve than she’d ever showed him.

“What are you?”

“I haven’t had a chance to use much of my training since I went to work for Captain Archibald,” Flower said. “Let me have this.”

Leo sighed. “As long as you understand the risks,” he said. He felt as if he were sending her to her death. If he hadn’t known her for so long, he’d have squashed the idea immediately. “Grab your stuff. I’ll speak to the mayor.”

He walked back outside, feeling cold despite the heat. “We’re going to be adding a special agent to the tribute,” he said. “She’ll deal with the pirates once she’s in orbit.”

Fritz glowered. “And when they work out we were involved?”

Leo bit down the response that came to mind. It hurt to feel helpless, it hurt to let someone push you around … it gnawed at your very soul to have someone force you to do something and to do it, because they’d do worse – much worse – if you refused. He understood Fritz far better than he wanted to, if only because he knew what it was like to face overwhelming force. It was one thing to say he would rather die than bend the knee, but quite another to watch helplessly as wives, sisters and daughters were condemned to a fate worse than death …

And it was all too easy to lash out at the person trying to help you, with his condescension born of a complete lack of understanding of your helplessness.

“I can’t promise miracles,” he said. “I do know that we have already put a crimp in pirate operations, and we will do more damage, over the weeks and months to come. We’ll have more ships soon, allowing us to start patrolling the jumplines and make life dangerous for any prowling pirate ship. I do understand that there is a risk to you, and your world, and no matter what we do that risk cannot be neutralised completely. But …”

He took a breath. “I also know that the only other option is to keep giving the pirates the tribute they demand. They will come back, again. And again. And again. You will never be free of them, once they know they can force you to give them whatever they demand without a fight. They think you are helpless … but we can take them out. You can gamble or you can get used to spending the rest of your lives as their slaves.”

Mayor Thompson sighed. “You can do it,” he said. “And I hope to hell it works. And …”

Leo’s communicator bleeped. “Sir, we just detected an unknown ship jumping into the system,” Lieutenant Halloran reported. “She’s some distance from the high orbitals, coming in slowly. I think she’s recycling her drive.”

Leo swore under his breath, his mind racing. There wasn’t time for him to get back to Waterhen. The destroyer could be quite astonishingly stealthy, at least assuming she didn’t face modern sensors, but the shuttle would stand out a mile against Yellowstone. The planet had no energy signature that might hide the craft. He briefly considered trying an ambush, ordering Lieutenant Halloran to sneak into engagement range and blast the enemy vessel without warning, yet the ship was out of position. But he couldn’t abandon the whole mission …

“Help me get the shuttle under cover,” he snapped. They should have enough time to hide the shuttle in the nearest hangar. “They want techs? I’ll give them a tech.”

“Bad timing,” Flower said, as he hurried back into the shuttle and steered her into the hangar. The craft shook violently on the grass … Leo hoped, prayed, the pirates weren’t observant enough to notice the tracks. The handful of aircraft within sight wouldn’t have been out of place on pre-spaceflight Earth, none heavy enough to do more than leave tiny marks on the ground. “Do you want to stay behind?”

Leo shook his head. The idea of sending her alone had been galling. If he’d realised the pirates were coming so quickly, he’d have ordered a couple of Boothroyd’s troopers to join them … although he supposed that would have been risky too. Yellowstone was unlikely to have any techs, certainly not any trained in modern engineering … some space colonies were surprisingly primitive, Leo knew, but there were limits. They needed a cover story and they needed one fast.

His communicator bleeped. “They’ll be in orbit in two minutes,” Lieutenant Halloran reported. “Good luck, sir.”

“Stand ready,” Leo said. He’d intended to be in command himself, but Lieutenant Halloran had proved he could handle it, “See you on the flip side.”

He changed quickly, into an unmarked shipsuit, and then hurried back out to join Fritz and Mayor Thompson. “If they ask, tell them I got dropped off by a passing freighter three days ago,” he said. “And tell them I spent some time in the stocks for bad behaviour.”

Mayor Thompson gave him an odd look. “We don’t have stocks.”

“Don’t tell them that,” Leo said. It wasn’t uncommon for pirates to recruit their crews from spacers who couldn’t get any other jobs, after their former captains blacklisted them … and if he looked like a promising candidate, it was possible the pirates wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. He hefted an emergency knapsack … naval issue, but hardly uncommon amongst merchant spacers. The design was old enough to date back to the first days of FTL exploration. The contents were typical … and they would be very useful, if the pirates let him keep it. “Just try and hint you want to get rid of me.”

Fritz laughed, humourlessly. “We do.”

He turned and hurried away. Leo watched him, wondering if he’d read the man right. Fritz might convince himself Leo was doing the right thing, or he might betray Leo out of fear of what the pirates would do to his world if they caught Leo in the act. There was no time to do anything more than hope, Leo told himself. If he’d had time, he would have called down more men to pose as techs …

“They’re coming,” Fritz said, returning. “They want the girls ready now.”

“Get them ready,” Leo ordered. “And caution them to say nothing about either of us.”

Flower shot him an amused glance. “Wasn’t it you who said this scheme was insane?”

Leo scowled, as the rest of the girls joined them. It was insane, a stark breach of the convention the captain did not leave his ship and put himself in danger. His superiors were going to have problems deciding if they wanted to give him a medal, or court-martial him, or both … he felt oddly better about being in danger, rather than letting Flower go alone. At least they’d both be in deep shit if the pirates were more alert than usual …

He looked up as he heard a shuttle roaring across the sky, the pilot bringing her in to land with astonishing recklessness. The ground heaved as the craft touched down, the hatches opening a second later to reveal four men in blood-red uniforms. They were carrying enough weapons to fight a small war … one, Leo noted coldly, was a cyborg. His right arm had been replaced by an implanted gun, a design that had been common decades ago but withdrawn from service when the problems made themselves apparent. Leo hadn’t met such an openly augmented person in his entire career.

The pirate eyed him nastily. “And who the devil are you?”

“Crewman Third Class Lenard Gunderson,” Leo said. It was hard to hide the Daybreak in his accent, but that was hardly unusual in the sector. “My captain ditched me here after catching me in bed with his wife. The bastard took my ID too.”

The pirate looked him up and down, then reached out and took Leo’s knapsack. Leo opened his mouth to object – it was a serious breach of spacer etiquette to search a man’s private bag without permission – and then shut it again as two pirates levelled their guns at him. The cyborg – Leo guessed he was the leader – rifled through the bag, then slung it over his shoulder. Leo suspected he wouldn’t be allowed to reclaim it until after the pirate captain had had a good look at him.

“Onto the shuttle,” he said. “If you cause any trouble, we’ll put you out the airlock.”

Leo bowed his head. “Yes, sir.”

“What nice manners,” the pirate said. He laughed, as if he’d just told a joke. “And now, the girls.”

Leo shuddered. The die was firmly cast.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

The interior of the shuttle was cramped, smelly, and unpleasant.

Leo sat in his seat and forced himself to study the pirates dispassionately, assessing their strengths and weaknesses. The cyborg was probably the most dangerous threat, although it was hard to be certain. The original set of enhanced humanoids – implanted muscles, weapons, and tactical computers – had been effective, but they’d also put such immense strain on the cyborg’s body that few of them lasted long even if they weren’t killed in combat. Leo was surprised to see one still alive; he guessed, grimly, that the pirates had retained the techniques to make their raiders more formidable. He’d heard stories of back-alley doctors performing forbidden medical procedures … why not cyborg implantation, too? It wasn’t as if the tech was so advanced it could only be produced in a specialised fabricator.

The other three pirates looked unaugmented, although Leo knew better than to take it for granted. They moved like swaggering fools, which could imply they didn’t know what they were doing or they did and they were pretending to be overconfident to convince their enemies they were. Leo’s first unarmed combat tutor had looked harmless and yet he’d been able to kick Leo’s ass; his second had been loud and boastful, but he’d been just as dangerous when push came to shove. Leo told himself not to take anything for granted, as the shuttle rose out of the atmosphere. The girls had been shoved against the rear bulkhead and told to stay there, as the pirates circled around Flower like sharks scenting blood. It was lucky, part of Leo’s mind reflected, that the cockpit was isolated from the rest of the craft. If the pilot was watching the show, the flight would probably come to an unfortunate end when the shuttle rammed her mothership …

He kept his face blank with an effort, mentally cursing himself for taking the risk. He knew he couldn’t have let Flower go alone, and yet there was also a very good chance both of them would end up dead. Flower had been confident and yet … Leo forced himself to focus, assessing their chances. They had to act fast. There would be no second chance.

Flower stood in the centre of the compartment, radiating sexuality in a manner that made it hard, almost impossible, to keep his eyes off her. Leo had no idea how she did it. She wore a basic shipsuit, perhaps a little tighter than most, and yet she looked more attractive than even a naked lady. Leo shuddered inwardly as the pirates devoured her with their eyes, their gazes crawling over her covered skin. The scent of savage anticipation hung in the air, the grim awareness that there was only one way the day would end. They were predators, surrounding their prey. Flower appeared desirable and harmless and virginal and utterly vulnerable, a pretence that appealed to the deepest and darkest parts of the male mind. A pirate reached for her breast, a motion that was oddly jerky and unsure even though he had to think she was completely at his mercy; the cyborg growled and smacked his hand away, hard enough to break the bone. The pirate cringed, just as the other two started forward. Leo couldn’t tell if they were going to attack the cyborg, but it hardly mattered. He pulled the multitool from his belt, adjusted the settings, and slammed it into the cyborg’s back. The implants might have been modern, once upon a time, but they were outdated now. The disrupter pulse sent the cyborg crashing to his knees, implants sparking painfully. He didn’t cry out.

“You …”

The pirates started towards him. Leo had no time to recover his sidearm – they’d taken that, although they hadn’t bothered to take anything else – forcing him to go on the offensive and punch the first pirate in the throat. The man gagged and choked as he fell to the deck; the other two didn’t hear Flower behind them until she wrapped her arm around their heads and shoved her fingers into their eyes with astonishing force. Leo gagged as she kept pushing, ramming her fingers into their brains. The pirates tumbled to the deck, blood spilling from their eye sockets. Modern medical science could cure anything that wasn’t immediately fatal, but that …

“Get your gun,” Flower ordered. Her gaze switched to the girls. “Any of you know how to shoot?”

Leo opened his mouth to ask who was supposed to be in charge, then thought better of it as a dull thump ran through the shuttle. They’d docked. Flower searched the dead quickly, recovering their weapons and handing them out with practiced ease, then removed her top as the cockpit hatch opened. The pilot gaped at her, eyes lingering on her bare breasts … Leo almost laughed as he smacked the pilot down, then bound his hands and legs with duct tape. There would be time to deal with him later, if they survived. He didn’t know how long it would be until the pirate ship jumped out, but any smart pirate would jump out as quickly as possible. There was nothing to be gained by continuing to menace Yellowstone.

Except they enjoy making people grovel, Leo thought. He knew the type, upperclassmen who liked sending their juniors to fetch and carry, or simply forced the younger cadets to address them with proper respect. And yet, Francis Blackthrone – whatever his other flaws – had never forced junior cadets to grant him sexual favours. It was almost a shame. The Academy would overlook a certain degree of misbehaviour from cadets who were well-connected, but there were limits. If he’d tried, he’d be lucky if he was only dishonourably discharged.

The airlock hissed open, both the inner and outer hatches opening at once. Leo felt a twinge of unease – the blatant disregard for safety would get the pirates killed, sooner or later – as Flower hurried forward, still topless. She wasn’t trying to pose now, but she still drew the eye as the hatch opened. A pair of rough-looking men gaped at her, realising – too late – that she was armed. Flower shot them both, displaying a ruthlessness that left Leo surprised and awed. It was the correct decision, but it was still astonishing. Flower was clearly far more than she seemed.

He followed her through the hatch, weapon at the ready. The pirate ship smelled better than the last ship they’d captured, but there was still a stench of decay that suggested the pirates weren’t bothering to replace the air filters on a regular basis. He reminded himself that Waterhen had been much the same, when he’d first stepped onto his new command. She might have been in poor shape, but her crew was still fully-trained and – with a little encouragement – they’d managed to come together and get their ship ready for departure in record time. The pirate ship might be better off than it looked … he glanced from side to side as the girls fanned out behind him, weapons held loosely in their hands. Leo hoped to hell they hadn’t been bluffing, when they said they knew how to shoot. It was unlikely they were familiar with the captured weapons …

“We don’t have much ammo,” he muttered, as Flower keyed a console. Most naval officers tried to carry a spare clip or two, but the pirates hadn’t bothered. They’d probably assumed their ship would punish the planet, if they were impeded in any way. “Don’t shoot unless you are sure of your target.”

Flower muttered a word in a language he didn’t recognise. “There’s no way to hack the main datacore from here.”

Leo nodded, cursing under his breath. A formal boarding party would bring hacking tools with them and try to brute force their way into the enemy datacore, making it difficult to turn the starship’s internal sensors and defences against them even if it was impossible to take the ship over from within. They hadn’t thought to bring any down to the planet … his lips quirked in cold amusement, noting that it had been a terrible oversight. No doubt someone would read the after-action report and insist they should have brought it … he shook his head, dismissing the thought. He wasn’t sure precisely where they were, relative to the bridge, but most military starships shared the same basic design. The odds were good the pirate captain would start demanding to know where the girls were shortly, if he wasn’t already. Leo knew the type. He’d want first pick before his men had their fun.

“We’ll go to engineering,” he said. The enemy captain would expect them to head straight for the bridge, if he realised his ship had been boarded, but engineering would be a better target. They didn’t have the numbers or training to seize the bridge … not until Waterhen sent reinforcements and there was no way to know how long that would be. “Hurry.”

Flower led the way, her bare breasts bobbling in front of her. Leo followed, eyes flickering from side to side as internal hatches either opened without demur or were already locked open, the kind of laxity that would get a naval crew brought up on charges of gross negligence. Leo could understand the impulse if one needed to get to one’s station as quickly as possible, but a hull breach could – would – be utterly disastrous if the internal hatches weren’t already closed. He’d considered, briefly, blowing up the shuttle to create a diversion; he thanked his lucky stars the idea had seemed implausible. It would have vented most of the ship, killing them along with the pirate crew. A lone pirate gaped at them, a second before Flower shot him down and stepped over his dead body. Leo checked the corpse quickly for another weapon and found nothing. He hoped that wasn’t a bad sign.

The engine hum started to grow stronger as they neared the rear of the ship, passing compartments that had once held naval officers or shipboard troops and were now either empty or crammed with loot. Leo had no idea how many pirates there actually were … an old-style naval warship tended to have more crew than a modern design, but the odds were good the pirates were cutting the margins very fine indeed. It was easy to justify cutting crew numbers, at least until you ran into an emergency where the extra manpower might make the difference between victory or death. However, the more crew the pirates had, the more they’d have to share the loot. Leo hoped they’d cut their crew to the bone. The mission was incredibly risky, and …

A tremor ran though the ship. She was preparing to jump.

“Shit,” Flower muttered. The engineering hatch was closed and locked. “If we can’t get in …”

Leo grinned, recalling a drill that had ended badly at the academy, and knocked on the door with his sidearm. The hatch hissed open, the pirates inside clearly unaware their ship had been invaded. Leo shoved his way through as quickly as he could and opened fire, picking off every pirate he saw. There was no time to sort friend from foe, to work out who might have been forced to serve and who might have joined the crew willingly. An engineering crewman could do real damage to the ship, given a few moments to work, and Leo wouldn’t have cared to bet that the pirates had left the original safeguards in place. Hell, the navy tended to cut those safeguards down as much as possible, too. There was no time to verify access permissions, in triplicate, when the ship was taking heavy fire and the damage control teams needed to do their jobs.

He dived to the main console and keyed it, breathing a sigh of relief the pirates hadn’t had time to lock it. The ship was powering up the jump drive, preparing to jump … he grinned and depowered the capacitors, scrambling the navigational coordinates as an afterthought. No one in their right mind would try a random jump, unless they were desperate … he linked into the exterior sensor network and smirked as he saw Waterhen moving in for the attack. It wasn’t good news. The pirates had seen through the ship’s stealth, which meant …

“Seal that hatch,” he snapped. The section wasn’t designed to be difficult to use, but the girls had never been in space before. They would take time to shut it, time they didn’t have. “Hurry!”

He worked fast, silently thanking the fates that the pirates had removed so many safeguards as he shut down the fusion plants. The pirate ship wouldn’t be able to charge or fire its energy weapons … a naval crew might be able to fire the missiles, if they worked at it, but missiles were much less dangerous to Waterhen than plasma cannons or phasers. The real risk was the pirates managing to turn a missile into a makeshift self-destruct system, blowing their craft to hell, but even then …his lips twisted, painfully. The missile tubes were designed – at least in theory – to redirect the blast, if a warhead detonated accidentally, yet the pirates might have easily fucked around with those safety precautions too.

The hatch banged closed, not a moment too soon. Leo had tried to close the internal hatches, but most refused to either close or lock. It worked out for the pirates, he reflected grimly. He’d shut down the life support, but it would be hours before the pirates ran short of air and without the hatches they’d have no trouble rushing their remaining crew to engineering to retake the section. They had no choice, unless they wanted to surrender. A nasty thought ran through his mind and he keyed the console again, trying to access the communications system. Waterhen had seen the pirate ship lose power – her drive section had failed – but his crew had no way to know what else was happening. A friendly-fire incident was all too likely.

“They’re trying to burn their way through the hatch,” Flower snapped.

Leo looked up, silently gauging how long it would take the pirates to get through the heavy metal. Not long, if he was any judge. The pirate crew would be expert at getting into sealed compartments, and that meant … he glanced around, looking for places they could take cover. There weren’t many. It wouldn’t be safe to have bullets flying around the compartment … he snorted. They were well past that concern. Besides, the idea of a stray shot accidentally blowing up the entire ship was the stuff of action flicks. They’d be in more danger from bullets ricocheting off the bulkheads and bouncing around, unpredictably and at random.

“Set up a cutter to damage theirs,” he ordered, as he sent a signal. The external sensors were failing now, but he was sure Boothroyd and his team would already be on their way. They’d have no trouble getting onto the pirate ship and fighting their way to the bridge or engineering. “Hurry!”

The air grew hotter as the pirate crew kept pushing, burning through the hatch. Leo finished his sabotage – carefully wiping the navigational datacores to make any further jumps impossible, at least without the hours they’d need to pull out the original datacores and replace them – then found cover and took up position to shoot at anyone charging into the compartment. The girls were at the rear, as protected as possible … Leo wouldn’t give a single forged credit chip for their chances if the pirates got their hands on them now. The pirate crew had to know they were doomed, even if they did manage to recover the engineering compartment. Or were they hoping they could power up the drives and do a blind jump …?

He braced himself as the hatch exploded inwards, the pirates tossing a lone stun grenade into the compartment. Leo ducked back, closing his eyes as the grenade detonated. A nasty electric shock seemed to pass through the air – he heard one of the girls cry out, the sound cutting off abruptly – and then faded. The pirates were taking a hell of a risk, he reflected as he fired two shots in their general direction. There was a very real chance their grenade had damaged the consoles, making repair impossible without a shipyard and a trained crew. He supposed it was a good sign. If the pirates had thought they were doomed, they might have tossed a high-explosive grenade into the compartment instead.

Flower opened fire, each shot carefully placed. Leo risked a glance – the pirates hadn’t had time to don armour – and then fired at a lone man who was shooting madly into the compartment. Bullets bounced around like crazy, sparks flying as they crashed off the bulkhead. It was sheer luck no one was hit. The pirates had to be desperate … hell, Leo was desperate too. The compartment was surprisingly roomy, but there was no way to get out … or to hide, once the pirates got organised. Their time was running out … the shooting stopped, so abruptly Leo wondered if he’d gone deaf. It wasn’t impossible. The racket really had been deafening …

“You can come out now,” Boothroyd said. Leo had never been so glad to hear anyone in his life. “The ship is in our hands.”

Leo stepped out of cover, breathing a sigh of relief. “Get the prisoners into the brig,” he ordered, stiffly. “And see what you can extract from their datacores.”

“Yes, sir,” Boothroyd said. There was something odd in his tone, something that made Leo’s mind sit up and take notice. “And then we have to talk.”


Chapter Thirty

Leo felt uncomfortably like a schoolboy, again, as he supervised the transfer of the pirate prisoners from their ship to Waterhen, then returned to his office to write his report. It was hard to focus, let alone to put down words in a manner that would not give his superiors – when they read the report – a heart attack. Leo had been told, more than once, that while success would merit forgiveness, if the crazy idea actually worked, there were limits. The gulf between a cunning plan and sheer fucking lunacy was a great deal thinner than most people supposed. He couldn’t help scowling, as he tried to organise his thoughts. It wasn’t easy. His superiors were not going to be pleased.

The hatch bleeped. Leo looked up. “Come.”

Boothroyd stepped into the compartment, looking stern. Leo found himself straightening to attention, a moment before he recalled that he was supposed to be in command. Boothroyd looked almost fatherly: a strange combination of an older man who cared deeply for his son and an NCO who had the task of preparing a junior officer for his role while protecting the enlisted men from the stupid greenie lieutenant who had been dumped on them. Leo had worked hard to master the skills – and his early promotion was proof his superiors thought he had – but he’d been cautioned, time and time again, that he didn’t have the experience he needed yet to be a great officer. Some skills could never be taught, only learned through actual service. And it was all too easy to come up with a plan that looked good on paper but was doomed to failure …

“Captain.” Boothroyd’s tone was as stern as his face. “What were you thinking?”

Leo suppressed the angry response that flashed to his lips. They were alone. His authority was not being questioned, certainly not in front of the rest of the crew. And besides, he’d been trying to write a report that would not get him committed or put in front of a court-martial. Or, supposedly better, ensure that he never saw a promotion again. It was hard to come up with any sort of justification, beyond the simple fact the plan had worked. It might have to be enough. Any vague report, carefully worded to avoid going into too much detail, would raise hackles back home. The admirals would certainly ask for more information.

“I saw a chance and took it,” he admitted. “I couldn’t let her go alone.”

“With all due respect, sir, that was precisely what you should have done,” Boothroyd said, flatly. “You put your life at risk …”

“Risk is our business,” Leo said. It was flippant, and he regretted it instantly, but it was also true. No one signed up for military service if they wanted to be safe. Even the most determined REMF sometimes found himself in the midst of the hurricane, as enemy missile crews bombed bases or insurgents popped up to shoot a few bullets before vanishing again. “I took a very calculated risk.”

“You are our commanding officer,” Boothroyd said. “Maybe not on paper, depending on how you squint at the subject, but you are very much so in real life. It is not your job to put your life in danger, threatening the chain of command, or to cut yourself off from your crew while you go haring off on an insane scheme to catch a bunch of pirates. Do you have any idea how much could go wrong?”

Leo nodded, tartly. The pirates might have looked a gift horse in the mouth and asked him a few more pointed questions, or simply handcuffed his hands behind his back before flying him to orbit. Or they might have simply refused to take him … it had been a calculated risk – most pirate ships were desperate for trained manpower, particularly manpower that had nowhere else to go – but it had been quite possible the risk wouldn’t have paid off.

It was a good point. He chose to ignore it. “I had every faith in you and Lieutenant Halloran,” he said. Technically, Lieutenant Halloran still had more experience than him. “And you played your role magnificently.”

“You left your XO in a terrible place,” Boothroyd snapped. “You do realise you could be charged with abandoning your post? Or he could be charged with usurping your authority?”

Leo shook his head. The former charge wouldn’t stick … probably. He’d been out of place, caught on the ground … there was no way he could have commanded the battle from the surface, even if the Mayor had been inclined to let him. The latter … Leo considered it for a long moment. On one hand, Leo had left Lieutenant Halloran in command and made no attempt to remove him; on the other, arguably, Leo had been on the ship Lieutenant Halloran had been targeting. It could go either way, if a Board of Inquiry were summoned to investigate the manner. But why would it?

Issues of command are not always easy to resolve, Leo thought. The navy had had its fair share of incidents where the chain of command had somehow broken down, mostly through a failure to communicate. It was quite possible for a relatively junior officer to find himself in command, legally, without either knowing he was in command or being in a position to issue orders. And this one could get very nasty, if someone wants it to.

“I took a calculated risk,” he said, again. “And it paid off.”

“Yes, barely,” Boothroyd said. “You were a cadet not too long ago. You might have been a Cadet-Lieutenant, but still a cadet. You’re still thinking like a cadet, not a commanding officer … if there had been a full captain on Waterhen, you could have taken the risk, but you were the captain. You could have gotten yourself killed, or captured, and you could still be charged with abandoning your post. You must stop thinking like a cadet … that sort of crazy stunt is best left to trained operatives, rather than young officers. You don’t have a safety net out here.”

Leo gritted his teeth. “I know I am not a cadet any longer …”

“Yes, but you don’t really believe it,” Boothroyd corrected. “Not yet.”

“I have to,” Leo said. “This is real.”

“And you could have easily gotten yourself killed,” Boothroyd said. “That was incredibly unwise.”

Leo controlled his anger with an effort. The hell of it was that Boothroyd had a point. The mission had been risky, and if he’d had more time he could have come up with something else instead. And yet, he had been short of options. And … and … there was no way in hell he would have let Flower go alone, if there had been any other choice. He liked her too much to let her go.

And that might not be a good thing, his thoughts pointed out. What’ll you do when the time comes to sacrifice a crewman or two?

He shuddered, trying to keep his face blank. There were times when you couldn’t get out of a dangerous situation without losses, times when you had to send your juniors to their deaths to buy time for everyone else. The Academy had delighted in putting him in no-win scenarios, forcing him to sacrifice some to save others … but none of those deaths had been real. He’d known that, deep inside, no matter how many times the judges insisted they were treating the deaths as real. But Flower could have died forever …

“I take your point,” he said, stiffly. “And I will try to be more careful in future.”

He leaned back in his chair. “Did we find anything interesting from the pirate crew?”

“The captain was rather resistant to interrogation, sir,” Boothroyd said. “His implants are clearly designed to dull his pain receptors, and kill him if we find a way to overwhelm him. Someone wasn’t taking any chances. Any use of truth drugs would almost certainly trigger an allergic reaction, killing him.”

“Like Governor Venture,” Leo muttered.

“Yes.” Boothroyd looked grim. “The doctor refused to try to remove the implant, stating that even trying would probably trigger the suicide protocol. There may be ways to cripple its effectiveness, given time, but there are no guarantees. My guess is that the implant is designed to watch for even a mild drugging, to the point that feeding him painkillers might be lethal too. Right now, I’m not optimistic. It’s impossible to hack the implant from outside and if we can’t get into the programming we can’t reprogram it.”

“Crap,” Leo muttered.

“The rest of the crew was a little more informative,” Boothroyd continued. “They believe their captain was paid to raid worlds, and that their ship came from a mystery backer, and … and whatever they looted, they were allowed to sell and keep the money. I don’t know if their story is true, but they think it is.”

Leo stared at his hands. “Someone paid them to raid worlds?”

“So they say,” Boothroyd said. “They don’t know who. Or why.”

“No,” Leo said.

He shook his head slowly. It made no sense. Yellowstone had little to offer looters beyond food, drink and women and anyone backing the pirates could easily get that legitimately. It was hard to believe a slaver ring could produce enough money to fund a pirate operation … raiding Ingalls and Morse made a certain degree of sense, but Yellowstone? If they wanted what little the planet could provide, why not just buy it? Yellowstone just wasn’t that important.

“At least we put a raider out of commission,” he said. “And we can at least try to trace their supply lines back to their backers.”

He smiled, coldly. “How is their ship?”

“The prize crew are replacing the datacores now,” Boothroyd said. “She’ll be ready to fly shortly. She does need a lot of maintenance though.”

“Of course.” Leo keyed his terminal, bringing up a starchart. “We’ll send her back to our new base. If there’s anyone on the crew that was forced into working for the captain, they can go back too and work for us. The rest of the pirate crew can be shot out the airlock.”

Boothroyd nodded. Leo hadn’t made this pirate crew any promises, certainly nothing that would come back to haunt him. He was tempted to offer the crew to Yellowstone, as indentured workers, but there was too great a chance of other pirates recovering them and then extracting a bloody price from the planetary government. Even if the odds were low, the government would take the risk seriously. Better to deal with the crew himself than run the risk of exposing the planet below.

“And inform the crew,” he added. “We’ll return to Yangtze shortly.”

“Yes, sir,” Boothroyd said. He paused. “We do need more crew. And troops.”

Leo nodded, shortly. “The problem is vetting potential hires,” he said. There were procedures for recruiting locals to fill the gaps in his order of battle, but it was difficult to tell how many could be trusted. “How many do you trust?”

“We can take precautions to prevent them from becoming dangerous,” Boothroyd said. “Unless you can convince Daybreak to send more personnel out here …”

“I doubt it,” Leo said. The sector might have been formally incorporated, but Daybreak hadn’t bothered to send more than a handful of personnel – and a single outdated starship – to start building the infrastructure to unite the sector with the rest of the human race. Yangtze simply wasn’t that important, not compared to worlds that possessed the industrial infrastructure and memories of independence that might inspire them to try to stand in the way of progress. “I can ask the Governor to request more support, but …”

“The last time he requested someone, he got us,” Boothroyd finished. “It worked out for him, didn’t it?”

Leo nodded. Governor Brighton had been very lucky. If Captain Archibald had remained in command … Leo guessed he would have found the fleshpots of Yangtze, assuming there were any to be found, and vanished into them, leaving his ship floating uselessly in orbit. Or worse. Leo wondered, idly, if the Governor realised how lucky he’d been. He hadn’t made any formal complaint about a lowly officer being sent in answer to his pleas, but … who knew? He might have waited to see what would happen, and Leo knew he had done well.

“Yes,” he said. “Dismissed, Sergeant. We’ll speak later.”

He looked back at his terminal, completing the report in a manner that – he hoped – would answer all the questions his superiors might think to ask, while glossing over precisely what had happened and making it clear that his subordinates had acted under his orders. It scanned like he’d planned the whole thing, instead of rolling with the flow, but … it sounded better, he hoped, than the bare truth, without signing any lies into his log. That would definitely land him in very hot water indeed.

The door pinged. Flower stepped into the compartment. “The Sergeant spoke to you?”

Leo sighed. “Was it that obvious?”

“He’s spent much of his career teaching young officers the ropes without actually crossing the line into outright insubordination,” Flower said. “How are you feeling?”

Leo shrugged. It was difficult to put his feelings into words. He’d been caned by his headmaster, and dressed down by the senior cadets, and it hadn’t bothered him so much because he’d had scant respect for any of them. Even Valerian, for all his political skill, had done little to earn Leo’s respect. But Boothroyd was an experienced NCO, with a record that was long – and classified in places - who had come out of retirement to mentor one final young officer. He deserved respect, and that meant the lecture had struck home.

“Torn,” he said, finally. “Did I do the right thing?”

“You took a gamble and it worked,” Flower said. “But you should be more careful. Luck runs out.”

“I know.” Leo met her eyes. “How are you feeling?”

“It’s good to know all that training didn’t go to waste,” Flower said. “Dear Archibald didn’t have the slightest idea of what I can do.”

“The pirates were drooling over you,” he said. “They could have …”

“Maybe,” Flower said. “But I was in control.”

“Maybe,” Leo echoed. Flower would have been in serious trouble if the pirates had jumped her … but then, she had been projecting an image that made each of them want to be the first to take her. He’d known it was nothing more than a trick and yet … he’d felt it too. He wondered, suddenly, how she would have coped without him. Trick the pirates into fighting each other? Or let herself be taken into the captain’s cabin and proceed from there? Or …

He frowned, recalling the blatant sexuality she’d projected. “How do you do that?”

“You just need to know what buttons to push,” Flower said. “That’s one of the skills I was taught. Just one.”

“I wouldn’t have believed it, if I hadn’t seen it,” Leo said. “How did it even work …?”

“I told you.” Flower favoured him with a mischievous smile. “You just need to know what buttons to push.”

She leaned forward. “No con artist ever born made money by refusing to give the mark what he wanted,” she added. “The trick is to let the mark steer you in the direction you want to go.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Leo said. “What would you have done without me?”

“Improvised,” Flower said. “It would have worked.”

“I hope so,” Leo said. “Why didn’t Captain Archibald make better use of you?”

“He just wanted his fun,” Flower said. “And you want someone useful.”

She grinned, then stepped back and left the cabin. Leo watched, wondering if he was being manipulated as easily as the pirate thugs. It was easy for a woman to catch the eye if she walked around topless, projecting an air of desirability, but Flower might have something else in mind. She had said he wanted something useful, and he did, and she might want to be useful. And she wanted to be used …

The intercom bleeped. “Captain,” Lieutenant Halloran said. If he wanted to chew Leo out too, he kept it to himself. “We are ready to depart orbit.”

Leo nodded and stood, putting his concerns aside as he walked back to the bridge. The pirate ship was preparing to depart too, heading back to the captured base. Leo allowed himself a tight smile as he took the command chair, knowing that he had gambled and won and it would look good – great, even – no matter what his superiors thought of it. If nothing else, the story would make the pirates a little more careful about who they raided, or what they brought back to their base.

We can’t be everywhere at once, he mused. But we can make them think twice about attacking convoys and even lone starships.

The pirate ship vanished from the display. Leo leaned back in his chair. The ship would be pressed into service, escorting convoys and taking out pirate ships that tried to attack them. A handful of freighters would be turned into Q-Ships, ready to destroy any pirate ship that stumbled across them. He keyed his console, feeling a sense of satisfaction as Waterhen angled herself to depart. They might not be able to eradicate the pirates – the vile beasts were a persistent scourge – but they might just have turned the corner. There would be no safety for the bastards any longer, no certainty that a lone starship might be truly alone – or unarmed. Their profits would fall, sharply. Given time, their backers would be found and exposed. And executed.

He took a breath. “Helm,” he said. He would go back to Yangtze – and Gayle. “Take us home.”

“Aye, Captain.”


Chapter Thirty-One

“Jump completed, Captain,” Abigail reported. “We have …”

Lieutenant Halloran cut her off. “We’re being painted,” he snapped. “Targeting sensors are locking on!”

Leo cursed under his breath as the display flashed a second after Halloran’s report. “Red alert,” he ordered. There was no way in hell anyone should be illuminating them with targeting sensors, certainly not on Yangtze. They were too far from the planetary defences to be threatened … weren’t they? “Recycle the drive, stand by point defence!”

“No incoming fire,” Lieutenant Halloran said, after a moment. “I say again, no incoming fire.”

“Transmit our IFF,” Leo ordered. The display was filling up, revealing the existence of a new and powerful set of sensor platforms. It looked crude; too crude. He had the feeling a handful of armed platforms were orbiting nearby, drawing on the sensor platforms to target their weapons while remaining stealthed themselves. “And hold position until we get a reply.”

He calmed himself with an effort. He hadn’t expected an unfriendly reception. He’d been cautioned that Daybreakers weren’t always popular, and some worlds resented their supremacy, but even the most resentful would think twice about lighting a warship up with their targeting sensors. Standard procedure, during wartime, was to launch missiles as quickly as possible, if it looked as if you were about to lose them, and that was a good way to get yourself killed if you were just trying to make the other crew jump. Yangtze was lucky they weren’t actually at war.

“They’re welcoming us back, and standing down the defences,” Lieutenant Halloran said, as the display updated again. “Governor Brighton would like to see you, sir, as soon as possible.”

“Which is going to be at least an hour, unless he’s managed to invent a teleporter,” Leo growled. He didn’t like people trying to shock him, and it was goddamned stupid and suicidal when he was in command of a warship carrying enough missiles to really mess up an average-sized planet. “Do they have any sort of explanation for this?”

“Getting a tactical download now,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “A pair of pirate ships flew through the system.”

“Copy it to my terminal,” Leo said. He took a long calming breath. “Helm, take us into orbit. Tactical, keep an eye on the high orbitals.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo waited until Waterhen was safely in orbit, then handed command off to Lieutenant Halloran and headed to the shuttle. Flower and Boothroyd were already waiting, the latter intent on recruiting as many crewmen and troopers as possible. Leo made a mental note to press Governor Brighton to unlock the prize money as quickly as possible. It was unlikely anyone would sign up for patriotic reasons – not on the Rim – but greed could always be counted upon. Even by a conservative estimate, the captured base and ships were worth a lot of money and his crew stood to become quite wealthy once the money was freed up.

“Be careful,” Flower advised, as the shuttle dropped into the planet’s atmosphere. “If the pirates did attack, they’ll be jumpy.”

Leo nodded, slowly. The sensor records showed a pair of unknown warships jumping into the system, making a run at the planet, launching a handful of outdated missiles – which had easily been intercepted – and then jumping out again. There’d been no IFF codes – unsurprisingly – nor anything that could be used to trace the starships, although it was clear they were as outdated as the missiles they’d launched. Leo had no idea if they had been testing the defences, trying to take a little revenge for the captured pirate base, or … what? The more he looked at it, the more he was sure there was something odd about the whole affair. It just didn’t make sense.

“Yeah,” he said. He wished he had a tactical department. Waterhen was too small to carry an entire team, which made timely analysis difficult. “I don’t get it.”

He put the thought aside as he touched down on the landing pad. Gayle stood outside, wearing a conservative dress that – somehow – managed to remind him of her naked body without showing anything below the neckline. She looked demure but winked when she met his eyes; Leo winked back, feeling a rush of affection. Gayle nodded politely to the others, then led Leo through the corridors to the Governor’s office. Leo wasn’t surprised to see that Gayle’s father had joined them, as well as a dark-skinned man Leo didn’t recognise. He was wearing an outfit that looked like a naval uniform, more functional than most planetary militia outfits. Leo wondered, grimly, just who he was.

“Welcome back, Captain,” Governor Brighton said. “We’ve had some excitement here too.”

“Our world was attacked,” Bridgerton snapped. Gayle’s father eyed Leo as if he held him personally responsible for the raid. The very odd raid. “We came very close to being nuked.”

“The planetary defences handled the attack,” Governor Brighton countered. He favoured Bridgerton with an affable smile. “And we have been enhancing the defences, as you planned.”

“You also came very close to starting a shooting war,” Leo said, curtly. “Lighting up a starship with tactical sensors is a declaration of open hostility, something to be avoided unless you are ready and willing to shoot.”

“We are being very careful,” the dark-skinned man said. “We cannot risk an attack on our world.”

Leo scowled at him. “And you are …?”

“Commodore Alistair Howell, Yangtze Militia,” the man said.

“Alistair was appointed commander by the government,” Bridgerton said. “I’m sure you and he will work together closely.”

Leo glanced at Governor Brighton, who nodded. Leo frowned inwardly. Technically, Governor Brighton was the de jure commander of the planetary militia, although the planetary government funded it and therefore had more practical authority than it was supposed to have. If Bridgerton had managed to realise his dream of creating a stronger defence force … Leo kept his face under control. It was legal, if the Sector Governor supported it, but they’d had one incident already and they could easily have another. The next one might be disastrous.

“You need to review your procedures,” he said, stiffly. He’d review Howell’s file too. The man had no real naval experience, or Leo would eat his hat. “You could have caused a disaster.”

Howell gave him a smile that was almost certainly fake. “It’s my first day.”

Leo was too irked to be amused, even though he recognised the catchphrase. It belonged to a character who had been incredibly popular during his childhood and was now outdated, superseded by the next generation of stars. He was mildly surprised the recordings had made it out to Yangtze, although it wasn’t impossible someone had imported them directly from Daybreak. They’d still be fresh and new, this far from the core worlds. The jokes had not yet lost their lustre through overuse.

“We will sort out problems as they arise,” Bridgerton said. “Now, do you have anything to tell us?”

His voice was cold and hard. Leo couldn’t tell why he was annoyed … had he discovered that Leo had been sleeping with Gayle, or was he irked Leo had called him – and his militia – out on their carelessness? Leo had made his fair share of mistakes during his training – his instructors had told him it was better to get the stupid mistakes out of the way early, under controlled conditions – but he’d never been in a position to make a mistake that could easily get a lot of people killed. Not until his third year, at least, and even then it would have required a great deal of stupidity mingled with incompetence.  And not just on his part.

“The operation succeeded as well as I had planned,” he said. He’d been careful to limit what he’d told the locals about the real plan, just in case someone was passing information to the pirates. “We not only captured a pirate ship; we captured a base, and a number of other ships, and took a considerable number of prisoners. It is unlikely their operations will recover in a hurry.”

He paused. “We are currently investigating the contacts between the underground networks and people operating openly within the sector,” he continued. “It is quite likely the fences we caught were linked to a distribution network, allowing the pirates to sell both stolen goods and covertly produced illicit drugs and porn. Given time, we will uncover the funding and supply chains leading to the pirate base and eradicate them.”

Bridgerton frowned. “And you are keeping the captured pirates yourself?”

“As the ranking naval officer within the sector, I have authority to deal with them as I see fit,” Leo said. He’d made a mistake, when he’d handed Governor Venture over to the local authorities. He didn’t intend to repeat it. There was no pressing need to hand any of the others over in a hurry, allowing his crew to interrogate them at leisure. “Given time, we will hunt down the networks and expose them.”

He let the words hang in the air, then leaned forward. “The pirate ships are heaps of junk, but they can still be useful. We’ll start using them to patrol the spacelanes shortly, taking out more pirate ships. We still can’t cover every last convoy, unfortunately, but we can make life dangerous for the pirates and finally start bringing the benefits of incorporation to every world in the sector.”

“That’s wonderful news,” Governor Brighton said, the relief evident on his face. “How long until you can deploy a full fleet?”

“Weeks, at best,” Leo admitted. “We also need to recruit more manpower.”

“We are also recruiting,” Howell said, curtly. “And we have first call on the planet’s space-capable personnel.”

“The navy has first call,” Leo corrected. “The Articles of Incorporation …”

“Gentlemen, please,” Governor Brighton said. “There are enough space-capable personnel for both of you.”

Leo doubted that was true. Yangtze was surprisingly well-developed, for a world along the Rim, but that meant there would always be a demand for space-capable personnel, particularly personnel who had the right Daybreak-approved qualifications. The corporations had gotten a lock on most qualified personnel, even before the planetary militia had started to climb off the drawing board. Leo grimaced inwardly as he considered the implications. Legally, he could conscript personnel against their will; practically, that was asking for trouble. And he already had quite enough of that.

“I hope so,” he said. If they had to take part in a bidding war, the navy might lose. They couldn’t offer anything like as much as the planetary government, certainly not the option of remaining on their homeworld and going home every weekend. “We’ll see how many we can recruit from passing freighters too.”

“My ships are already undermanned,” Bridgerton growled. “The crews are locked into very strict contracts.”

“Perhaps you should expand your training facilities,” Leo said. “You could easily train more workers, if you wished.”

“If that were possible …”

Governor Brighton cleared his throat. “I think we owe you a vote of thanks for your service,” he said, looking at Leo. “I see no reason why the navy and the militia cannot cooperate. The militia is focused only on defending Yangtze – the remaining militias are intent on defending their own homeworlds – while the navy can handle interstellar affairs. There is no reason for us to argue.”

Perhaps so, Leo thought, but you are running very close to breaking some very strong laws.

“I quite agree,” Howell said. “You have done immensely well. Losing even one pirate base will hurt them badly.”

Leo nodded. The pirates were hardly an organised government, not even akin to the star-travelling gypsies who spent their entire lives on starships and rarely, if ever, set foot on planets. They were a loose coalition at best, without any formal structure, and it would be difficult – if not impossible – for them to recover from the loss of their base, once they realised it was actually gone. If the plan worked, quite a few ships would fly right into his waiting arms over the next few weeks.

Bridgerton nodded, shortly. Leo wondered why he was displeased. His ships were as vulnerable as any others … perhaps he was irked that his militia was outdated before it had even managed to get into space. If the pirate threat was sharply reduced, the government might think twice about funding a major fleet. There was no real point in trying to build a defence force if the planet didn’t need defending.

And we still don’t know what happened to those techs from Morse, Leo reminded himself. He’d have been happier if the techs had been located, even if they had been sold into slavery. Or who funded the pirate raids.

“I’ll read the rest of the report shortly, and then we’ll meet again,” Governor Brighton promised. “Until then …”

Leo nodded, recognising the dismissal. There was no point in trying to have a more serious conversation in front of the other two men, even if he knew enough to have such a conversation. A captain or an admiral might be able to call a governor out on getting too close to the planetary government, but not a lowly lieutenant-commander. Probably.

He stood and left the room. Gayle followed, the movement reminding him she was there. She hadn’t said a word during the discussion … it was odd, almost alien, to see a pretty girl treated as part of the furniture. He hadn’t seen that kind of sexism outside of historical docudramas, depictions of the past that looked too clean and sanitary for him to wholly believe them. Sure, some backwards worlds had fallen back to primitive gender roles, but Yangtze was a little more advanced than that … wasn’t it?

Gayle tapped her lips, then motioned for him to follow her down the stairs to her aircar. Leo glanced around, awkwardly, as she opened the door for him, then sat next to him and set the aircraft into motion. The city seemed to have gotten bigger in the last couple of weeks, a handful of new barracks clearly visible on the other side of the river. He spotted what looked like a missile emplacement beside it, suggesting the militia was preparing for war.

“Odd choice,” he muttered. “Amateurs.”

Gayle looked at him. “What do you mean?”

“That’s a short-range missile launcher,” Leo said. He suspected he was almost certainly correct, unless someone had done something clever. It wouldn’t be the first time an engineer, forced to put something together from a handful of scraps, had built something remarkable – with unexpected capabilities. “The targeting system can only engage targets that are already in the atmosphere, which will reveal the launcher’s location to anything watching from the high orbitals. And then they’ll just drop a KEW on it.”

“Everyone was terrified when the pirate ships flew through the system,” Gayle said. “Dad’s keen to reassure them.”

“It’s a false reassurance,” Leo pointed out. “That launcher might as well be fake, for all the good it’ll do.”

Gayle gave him a brilliant smile. “Fake it until you make it?”

Leo shrugged. He knew the launcher’s limitations, and anyone who bothered to read the manual would know them too, but … Gayle might be right. The only real hope of defending a world from an enemy who held the high orbitals was to keep them out and that required a powerful orbital defence network, backed by mobile units … Yangtze could produce such a network, given time, if the workers weren’t too scared to go to work. He wondered, suddenly, just how naked and vulnerable the planet’s aristocrats were feeling. Their mansions would make excellent targets, for anyone orbiting the planet, and there’d be no risk of hitting something they needed.

“It’s odd,” he said. “Why did they raid your world?”

Gayle frowned. “Why do they raid any world?”

“Goods, food, and women.” Leo had a sudden vision of Gayle trapped under a pirate, her legs forced open and … he gritted his teeth, trying to banish the image. He’d die before he let that happen. “But here … it is a very odd choice of target.”

“Why?” Gayle seemed puzzled. “We are the most important world in a few hundred light years.”

Leo was tempted to argue the point but declined. “Pirates are generally somewhat cowardly,” he said instead. “They want to grab their loot, have some fun, and vanish … not put their lives at risk. It’s rare for a big pirate ship to take on a much smaller target if that target is capable of defending itself. Even if the pirates win, they might take enough damage to really spoil their fun.”

His lips twisted. “It’s rare for pirate captains to have complete authority,” he added. “If they push too far, their crew will mutiny.”

Gayle landed the aircar outside a small bungalow, half-hidden in the forest. “And your point is?”

Leo followed her out of the car and into the tiny house. “Yangtze has enough defences to make a pirate ship think twice about trying to fly into orbit,” he said. “The pirates didn’t even try to sneak in and wipe out the defences before they realised they were under attack. It could have been done … barely. Why did they just shoot off a bunch of missiles from well beyond effective range instead?”

“I don’t know.” Gayle bit her lip. Leo had to admit it made her look cute. “Perhaps they thought they could hold the planet to ransom?”

“Perhaps,” Leo agreed. It was as good an explanation as any, and yet it didn’t seem quite right. Daybreak would be pissed if the sector governor was forced to pay protection money to a band of pirates. The navy would be instructed to dispatch reinforcements as quickly as possible, with orders to hunt the bastards down and teach them a lesson. “It just doesn’t make sense.”

Gayle grinned. “Enough bad news,” she said, indicating the bed. “It took quite long enough to set this up for you.”

Leo grinned back, then took her in his arms.


Chapter Thirty-Two

Leo awoke, slowly.

He stretched as he opened his eyes, then frowned as he realised Gayle was nowhere in sight. It felt as if her presence had been a dream … he sat up, a twinge of alarm running through him before he heard her in the next room. He stood and hurried into the small kitchen and saw her, wearing an apron and nothing else, standing over a hot stove. The scene was so domestic he had to smile, a reminder of his mother cooking for her children, even though he knew both Gayle and he wanted more in their lives. It was hard to believe Gayle would be happy as a housewife, or even that she would have the chance. She lived in a world of servants, doing everything from cooking meals to changing the baby. Leo supposed that explained some of the duller women he’d met at the Governor’s Ball. What else did they have to do with their time?

“Pancakes are almost ready,” Gayle said, without looking up. “Can you lay the table?”

Leo nodded, looking around the small kitchen for plates, cutlery, and mats. The chamber was both a kitchen and a dining room, the walls laid with wood in a manner that reminded him of Boothroyd’s hut. But that had been real; there was a faint hint of unreality about this lodge that bothered him. It was like stepping into a starship simulator, after a few months on a real ship, and discovering that – no matter how much effort was put into maintaining the illusion – it just wasn’t good enough. Experienced spacers could always tell it was a lie. He laid the table as quickly as possible, then felt a twinge of guilt as she put the plate of pancakes in front of them. His mother would have found more for him to do, of course, and she would have done so even if she’d been as upper class as Francis Blackthrone. The whole idea of having domestic servants was strange, almost alien, on Daybreak. It was seen as a sign of disturbing laxity.

He took a bite and nodded in appreciation. Gayle was a good cook. His mother had taught him the basics, pointing out that he might need to fend for himself – and that women loved men who could cook – but he couldn’t claim to be an expert. His mother would have been horrified if she’d laid eyes on what passed for survival cooking in the Academy – the bland food, spiced up with sauce – and probably would’ve insisted on sending him care packages. Leo had never complained, unlike some of the upper-class twits. He’d had far worse, when money ran short and his mother had needed to make their food stretch …

“Good?” Gayle looked nervous as she took a bite of her own pancake. “Edible?”

“Very good,” Leo said. “How did you learn to cook?”

“The old cook taught me,” Gayle said. “She said it was a useful skill to learn. And then Dad fired her.”

Leo raised his eyebrows. “For teaching you how to cook?”

Gayle shrugged. “Something like that,” she said. “Dad’s reasoning is not always easy to follow.”

“Ouch.” Leo found it hard to imagine someone – anyone – treating their child as nothing more than a piece on their personal chessboard, but he supposed the senators on Daybreak did much the same. And yet … most of those senators worked hard to ensure their children had the best education they could get, combined with the chance to develop their talents under reasonably controlled conditions. A child’s failure would reflect badly on their parents. “Is that why you want to leave?”

“I want to become something more,” Gayle said, shortly. She stood, turning to pour them both coffee. Leo watched in appreciation, admiring the curve of her rear. She lacked any sort of cosmetic bodyshaping and she was all the more attractive for it. “Did you never want to see how far you could go?”

“Of course.” Leo grinned. It wasn’t easy to rise to the top and become a consul, but he certainly intended to try. Given time, he could certainly become a senator. “And if I do well, I can rise far.”

He smiled as she sat back down, feeling warm and comfortable and safe. Gayle was sweet and innocent and clearly a great deal smarter than she acted, and that meant … he wondered, suddenly, if she’d make a good wife. It wasn’t uncommon for officers to progress by marrying the daughters – or sons – of senators or governors. The Deputy Governor might not be a Daybreak citizen, not yet, but there was a reasonable chance he’d succeed Governor Brighton when the governor’s term expired. He had connections and, as long as he displayed his loyalty to Daybreak, he might be voted citizenship and allowed to step onto the cursus honorum. Might. Marriage to someone like Gayle might be good for Leo’s career or, he acknowledged quietly, it might not. If her father failed to win citizenship …

His communicator bleeped, from the next room. He kicked himself mentally for leaving it in the pile of clothing – a serious offense, for which he would speak very severely to himself later – as he found the device and clicked it on. “Morningstar.”

“Captain,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “The Governor requests that you visit him at your earliest convenience.”

“As soon as possible, you mean,” Leo corrected. He couldn’t keep the irritation out of his voice. He’d hoped to make love to Gayle once more, before going back to his ship and resuming their patrol. He forced himself to calm down. It wasn’t Lieutenant Halloran’s fault that Governor Brighton wanted to see him. There was nothing to be gained by snapping at the messenger. In the long run, it guaranteed he would miss something vitally important because his crew were too scared to bring it to his attention. “Inform His Excellency that I shall wait on him as soon as possible.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said.

Leo closed the channel, then walked back into the kitchen. “Duty calls,” he said. “I have to get back.”

Gayle nodded, showing no hint of reluctance to let him go. Leo couldn’t tell if that was a good thing, although it wouldn’t have mattered either way. He was a naval officer and he knew his duty, even if it meant he had to attend upon the governor rather than spend time with his girlfriend. He finished the last pancake quickly, then hurried into the shower. The sense of unreality washed over him again as he spotted the modern water system, a far cry from the makeshift washroom in Boothroyd’s cabin. The lodge was fake, designed to allow the visitors to imagine they were roughing it without sacrificing a single iota of comfort. Leo shook his head as he turned on the water, hastily washing himself. It might have been fake, but at least it was better than a starship.

He stepped aside as Gayle joined him, the water running down her breasts and drawing his eyes to her thighs. His manhood stiffened … he gritted his teeth, telling himself he simply didn’t have time. The Governor wasn’t fool enough to expect Leo to arrive instantly – it was impossible, and he knew it – but he’d certainly expect Leo to make all haste. If he thought the younger man was deliberately dawdling …

Gayle gigged. Perhaps she’d had the same thought. “Later?”

“Later,” Leo promised. He stepped out of the shower and reached for a towel. “What is this place?”

Gayle made no pretence at being surprised by the question. “A hunting lodge, belonging to my father,” she said. “He takes some of his clients out here, so they can shoot a handful of deer and then return home with tales of their skill and daring.”

Leo shrugged and hurried into the next room, silently blessing his foresight in packing a spare pair of underwear. It wasn’t as if he could wear any of hers … the thought made him smile as he dressed rapidly, checking to make sure he hadn’t left anything behind. That would be embarrassing, if her father discovered something that proved he’d been there … he looked up as Gayle joined him, dressing with a rapidity that had been alien to Fleur. If he hadn’t known better, he would have thought Gayle a naval officer. She didn’t waste time with anything. She hardly needed to.

“Let’s go,” she said. “We’ll have other times.”

She led the way outside and into the aircar. Leo followed, looking around with interest. The lodge appeared to rest in the middle of a clearing, an oddly perfect placing that only added to the sense of unreality. Birds flew through the trees, small rodents rustled though the undergrowth … he thought he saw something larger, just for a second, in the shadows under the trees before it was gone, as if it had never existed at all. He wasn’t sure what to make of the place. He liked hunting pirates, and he knew he was good at it, but hunting harmless animals struck him as pointless spite. There certainly wasn’t any risk.

Gayle took the aircar up and set course for the capital. Leo keyed his communicator, checking for messages. There was nothing urgent, beyond a routine report that emergency supplies had been transferred to Waterhen and that a third of the crew had been allowed to go on leave. It looked as if there had been no issues, much to his relief. If the pirates had agents on Yangtze, attacking his crew would be an easy way to cripple his operations. Cheap, too.

“Good luck,” Gayle said, as she landed the aircar in front of Government House. “I’ll see you later.”

Leo nodded and scrambled out of the aircar, feeling a rush of affection that surprised him in its intensity. Gayle was very much like him, only prettier … he was torn, suddenly, between wishing she’d had her chance to go to the Academy and relief, in a way, that she hadn’t. A year or two under her belt and she would have had a fair shot at the valedictorian title … he shook his head, mentally kicking himself. There was nothing to be gained from being jealous of someone for being better than him, certainly not when they’d earned it. And, with a non-citizen father, she certainly would’ve had to do just that to outshine his own efforts.

He put the thought aside as he was shown through the corridors, again, to the governor’s office. This time, thankfully, the older man was alone, seated behind his desk. He stood and nodded as Leo was shown into the room, then ordered tea and cakes. Leo sat and waited as a maid arrived with a pot of tea, poured two mugs, and left as silently as she’d arrived. The governor did not seem disposed to hurry. Leo tried to hide his irritation. The tea ceremony was worse than pointless. It was a waste of time.

“Tell me,” Governor Brighton said, after he had asked after Leo’s health. “Did you ever meet Argent Darling?”

Leo frowned. The name meant nothing to him. “No, sir.”

“He is a clerk in the local chamber of commerce,” Governor Brighton said. “Was, I should say. He killed himself last night.”

“I see.” Leo felt his eyes narrow. “Why?”

“From what the investigators have been able to determine, he was smuggling spare parts and suchlike to pirate gangs,” Governor Brighton said. His voice was cold, hard. “We’re still putting together a complete picture of his activities, but it seems he was able to use his position to ship certain crates to orbit, and load them onto certain starships, and then wiping those crates from the records. There’s hints he was able to remove supplies from naval and corporate stockpiles and move them to orbit, then erase all records of their existence. He may well have done much more, over the last two years. A man in his position could certainly gain access to shipping records, then forward them on too.”

Leo scowled. Logistics were difficult at the best of times, requiring supply officers to follow instructions without question. It would be very easy for a man in the right place to add a crate or two to the endless stream going into orbit, turning the system into an unwitting mule and ensuring none of the officers involved had the slightest idea of what was really going on. They handled so many crates that one more wouldn’t draw unwanted attention … hell, with the right labels, the crates might be spared any sort of inspection. And a lone clerk might be beneath suspicion, at least as long as he was careful.

“I see,” he said. “How did we even find him?”

“The investigators probed the records and discovered traces of manipulation, using his access codes,” Governor Brighton told him. “He must have had a flag in the computer system, because he was clearly warned before we came for him.”

“And he committed suicide,” Leo mused. It struck him as a little too neat and tidy. “Are we sure he was working alone?”

“So far, we have found no evidence against it,” Governor Brighton said. “I think …”

His terminal bleeped. “Your Excellency, the Deputy Governor requests an immediate audience.”

Leo groaned, inwardly. Gayle’s father was the last man he wanted to see right now.

“Send him in,” Governor Brighton ordered.

The door opened. “Governor,” Deputy Governor Bridgerton said. His eyes flickered to Leo. “Captain.”

He closed the door. “Breen just jumped into the system, Governor,” he said. “The long-feared civil war on Eden has finally broken out.”

“That’s not good,” Governor Brighton said. “Do you have any more details?”

“No,” Bridgerton said. He sat, resting his hands on his lap. “The two sides have ignored the edict to hold their fire permanently and started shooting at each other, both on the ground and in orbit. Breen’s CO decided to jump out at once, rather than risk being targeted by one side or the other. The data is very sparse, but it appears they are finally going to all-out war.”

Leo grimaced. Eden had been settled by a religious community that had wanted to escape the increasingly suffocating atmosphere of Earth and the early colonies, a decision that had spared their world the ravages of the war, but – according to the files – there had been a major split within the community, shortly after their arrival, and the two factions had been snapping and snarling at each other since then, both building up an immense arsenal of primitive and yet incredibly destructive weapons. Daybreak had told both sides to quit it, and threatened open intervention if they went to war …

“We have to go, now,” he said. The weapons might be primitive, compared to modern technology, but a man could be killed as easily by a slingshot as a plasma cannon. “If the war doesn’t settle down fast, they could destroy their entire world.”

He keyed his communicator, issuing an emergency recall. He’d studied wars throughout history and religious conflicts had always been the worst, with both sides convinced God was on their side and anything they did, no matter how horrific, could be excused because they did it in His holy name. They could – and did – dehumanise their opponents, justifying murder, rape, and looting on an unforgivable scale. And they weren’t afraid to die, because they thought death in the name of their cause was a guaranteed ticket to paradise … he shuddered. The war had to be stopped, before it got out of hand.

“You’d better,” Bridgerton said. “The last thing anyone wants is a civil war threatening to spread into interstellar space.”

“No,” Governor Brighton agreed. His tone hardened, showing a surprising amount of resolution. “We’ll continue the investigation here. You stop the civil war. You are authorised to use all necessary measures, up to and including planetary bombardment, to separate the two sides and keep them apart, at least until we can put a peacekeeping force in place to disarm them.”

“Understood,” Leo said. He was tempted to make a snide remark about the planetary defence force being unwilling to join him, but refrained. It wasn’t their job. “I’ll deal with it.”

He looked at Bridgerton. “Copy the data files, such as they are, to my ship. We’ll see what we can get out of them.”

“They were recorded with civilian sensors,” Bridgerton warned. “I want that clearly understood.”

Leo nodded, impatiently. There would be no legal trouble for supplying inadequate warnings. He could hardly blame the freighter captain for cutting and running, when his ship was armed with nothing more than popguns … if that. If the orbital defences were shooting madly at each other – and Leo silently cursed the idiots who had sold the orbital weapons to both sides, rather than using them to keep a lid on the conflict – there was a very good chance they’d mistake Breen for a hostile and blow her away, before realising their mistake. If they ever did …

“I won’t hold it against the crew,” he said. A naval crew would have collected as much data as possible, but a civilian crew had other priorities. “We’ll see what we find when we get there.”

He saluted Governor Brighton, then turned and left the compartment. His mind raced as he hurried to the shuttle, hastily calculating their options. It was a minimum of three days from Yangtze to Eden, and that assumed everything went perfectly. The odds were good that, no matter how much time they tried to shave off the journey, they’d need at least four to five days to reach their destination. Five days … if the enemy had launched their nukes, Waterhen might arrive to discover a dying world, the handful of survivors envying the dead. 

No, he promised himself, as the shuttle screamed into orbit. I won’t let it happen.

An hour later, Waterhen set course and jumped out for Eden.


Chapter Thirty-Three

“Jump completed, Captain,” Abigail said.

Leo braced himself. They’d jumped as close to the planet as they dared, a calculated risk with both a planet-sized gravity well and trigger-happy religious fanatics involved. His crew was well-trained, and confident in themselves after a series of successful engagements, but no crew – no matter how experienced – could grasp a situation instantly, not when the enemy might engage them at practically point-blank range. He’d seen no choice. They had to get into orbit quickly enough to shoot down any ballistic missiles, as well as suppressing the orbital defences, and that meant …

“Captain,” Lieutenant Halloran said, slowly. “Are we sure we jumped to the right system?”

Leo looked up. “What do you mean?”

The display bleeped as it updated, reporting a set of orbital defences that were surprisingly – impossibly – intact, and a handful of freighters orbiting a blue-green orb that looked astonishingly peaceful. There was nothing to suggest a civil war had broken out, or that the two sides had been shooting at each other only a few days ago … no active sensors, no wreckage, no nothing. Leo felt his heart sink as he keyed his console, reassessing the sensor data from Breen. Could they have jumped to the wrong system? It should have been impossible, and there’d be no hope of escaping a court-martial for gross incompetence … he ran a check, confirming the location of the sensor recordings from scratch. The location was correct and …

“I checked the coordinates,” Abigail said, her voice sharp enough to cut glass. Leo told himself to ignore it. “The recordings were definitely made here.”

Or were they? Leo forced himself to consider the problem logically. The recordings insisted the orbital defences had been largely destroyed, but Waterhen’s sensors were showing them intact. He couldn’t imagine any tech that could create such an illusion, nor any motivations for bothering; it was certainly impossible for any world, even Daybreak, to rebuild so quickly as to leave no traces of the war. And if you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains – no matter how improbable – has to be the answer.

Ice ran down his spine. We were tricked …

“Captain,” Lieutenant Halloran snapped. “I have two – no, three – starships approaching on attack vector!”

Leo swore. “Red alert,” he snapped. It was a pointless order – the crew had been at battlestations before the jump – but it helped to focus his mind. “Hail them!”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. There was a long pause. “No response.”

“Helm, bring up the drives,” Leo snapped. The ambush had been carefully planned and luck, that unfaithful bitch, had clearly been on the enemy’s side. “Tactical, get me a hard read on those ships!”

There was another pause. “Three light cruisers, probably based on Prometheus-class hulls,” Lieutenant Halloran reported. “They’re lighting up active sensors … modern active sensors.”

Leo cursed. The Prometheus-class had been very common in the lead-up to the First Interstellar War, with hundreds constructed and sold to dozens of navies before the shooting started. They were about as untraceable as starships could be, with hulls designed specifically to allow their original sensors and weapons to be pulled out and replaced with more efficient systems as technology advanced. The original ships might not have been a match for Waterhen, even though they outmassed her, but the current operators could cram enough upgrades into the hull to give a lone Prometheus a better than even chance. And there were three of them.

“Helm, cycle the jump drive,” Leo ordered. “And then warn them off.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo nodded, sweat prickling down his back. Three starships, coming at him like bats out of hell … no, there was no way they were friendly. They couldn’t have come from Eden either. The rest of the sector might have been happy to supply the locals with fixed defences, but starships would have been a step too far. There was simply too great a risk of the starships being pointed at their sellers, crewed by religious nuts too fanatical to care if they died, as long as they took their enemies with them. Leo shuddered as he realised the newcomers had to be fanatical too. They’d revealed their existence, which meant they needed to destroy Waterhen before she could escape …

“Missile separation,” Lieutenant Halloran snapped. A handful of red icons appeared on the display. “I say again, missile separation!”

“Helm, alter course to evade,” Leo snapped. The missiles had been fired just outside sprint range, giving his point defence plenty of time to choose its targets, but that didn’t mean they weren’t dangerous. They might have been fired to pin him down, to force him to keep evading rather than plotting a hasty jump and flight. “Tactical, return fire!”

“Aye, Captain.”

Leo braced himself, assessing the situation. The three cruisers weren’t manned by pirates. He’d never met – or even heard of – a pirate who would willingly pick a fight with a warship, even if the bastard had a battleship and the warship was nothing more than an underarmed corvette. There was too great a chance of taking damage – even minor damage, something a naval crew could repair effortlessly - or simply being rammed by a naval warship that knew she was dead and wanted to take the enemy out too. And if his attackers weren’t pirates … who the hell were they? How did they plan to keep word from reaching Daybreak?

He shuddered. No one will be very surprised if something awful happens to Eden, he thought, numbly. And they could easily take out the freighters in orbit too.

“Point defence engaging … now,” Lieutenant Halloran reported. “Our missiles are flashing into their point defences …”

Leo nodded, watching as the vectors narrowed rapidly. The enemy missiles didn’t seem to be anything more than simple designs, without modern penetration aids, and his point defence had no trouble swatting them down … but they were doing their jobs. His ship couldn’t fly in a straight line for more than a few seconds, which made it impossible to escape … he swore as two enemy missiles detonated, proving they were carrying bomb-pumped laser warheads. A battleship could soak up a dozen such hits and keep fighting. Waterhen could not.

He frowned as he studied their point defence. It was a little more scattered than his, with no sign of any datanet coordinating their defences. Daybreak banned the export of coordinating systems, in hopes of ensuring their starships maintained a significant edge, but Leo had been cautioned there was little hope of keeping a monopoly on the technology indefinitely. It was just too important, and too easy to duplicate. Reading between the lines, he suspected the autonomous worlds had cracked the problem already …

“Helm, bring us about,” he ordered. A long-range missile duel would end badly. The enemy just needed to get lucky once to score a hit, and with bomb-pumped lasers the hit would likely be disastrous. “Open fire with energy weapons as soon as you get into range and prepare to divert power to phasers.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said.

Leo nodded as Waterhen wheeled about, her point defence snapping the last flight of enemy missiles out of space as the range closed rapidly. The enemy ships seemed to flinch – Leo told himself it was his imagination – and then opened fire, switching to sprint mode as the range closed sharply. Abigail did a good job at twisting and turning, trying to keep one of the enemy vessels between Waterhen and the other two enemy ships at all times. The enemy compensated by spreading out their formation, trying to bring all their weapons to bear. Leo leaned forward. The timing would have to be very good …

“Target their drive section,” he ordered. There was no way to be sure if the enemy would expect Waterhen to be carrying phasers. They weren’t on the standard design – and Leo suspected the designs were effectively in the public domain, even if they were supposed to be classified – but how much did the enemy know? “Aim to disable, not destroy.”

“Aye, Captain,” Lieutenant Halloran said. The enemy might be able to pick up hints Waterhen was preparing to fire, but would they believe them? It was possible they’d think it a bluff …  “Weapons ready.”

Leo smiled as the range shortened. The enemy ship was altering course, bringing her missile tubes to bear even as she prepared to evade a suicide run. No starship could hope to survive being rammed by another starship, even a destroyer. And if they thought he was trapped, they might think he’d try for a mutual kill. They might even hope for it.  Leo would take out one ship, but lose everything; they’d have two ships left, more than enough firepower to finish off every other ship in the system and then bomb Eden back to the Stone Age. It could not be allowed.

“Fire,” he ordered.

The lights dimmed, just briefly, as engineering channelled all spare power into the phaser array. The twin beams of ravening power, stronger than anything a destroyer should have mounted, roared through space and dug deep into the enemy drive section, setting off a chain of smaller explosions and a stream of venting plasma and atmosphere that suggested the ship was in very deep trouble. Leo snapped orders as Waterhen ran out of spare power, directing Abigail to alter course before the other two ships, suddenly aware their target had a nasty sting, resumed their efforts to destroy her. The badly damaged cruiser fell behind them, the stream of atmosphere tailing off as internal hatches slammed closed … not too shabby, Leo noted. A pirate ship that had been damaged so badly would likely have vented everything, if the chain of explosions hadn’t destroyed the entire ship. The enemy crew might be somewhat inexperienced, but they at least knew how to save themselves from certain death.

“I think we took out two of her three fusion cores,” Lieutenant Halloran reported. “She’s still got some drive power, and she’s shooting …”

“Evasive action,” Leo ordered. If he recalled correctly, inflicting so much damage on an unmodified cruiser should have destroyed the vessel, or at least left her a largely powerless hulk. The enemy had clearly upgraded her power cores as well as her weapons, ensuring she could continue to fight – if not to fly – on a lone fusion core. Hell, there was no way to be sure their count was accurate. Pretending to be badly damaged was an old trick and it was quite believable, here, because the ship really was damaged. “Tactical, deploy ECM drones.”

“Aye, Captain.” Lieutenant Halloran sounded doubtful and Leo didn’t blame him. The range was too short for the enemy to have much doubt which ship was real and which were just sensor ghosts, but – if they were lucky – their missiles would be much less capable of telling fact from fiction. “Drones deployed and …”

Alarms howled. A red icon appeared on the display, right ahead of them. “Evasive, now,” Leo snapped. The enemy ship had stolen his trick and done a better job of it. She was too close, close enough to hammer him with sprint-mode missiles … close enough to provide direct control for the warheads, rather than risk having their seeker heads do the work. “Tactical, point defence to rapid fire …”

Abigail rammed the starship forward, the ECM drones barely keeping pace as the range closed and then widened again, as she corkscrewed away from the enemy ship. A handful of incoming missiles lost their locks, acquired the drones and expended themselves uselessly, but two detonated too close to the hull for comfort. Waterhen shuddered violently, her hull protesting loudly, as a laser beam scraped her armour, then shuddered again as a hail of plasma pulses pounded her hull. Lieutenant Halloran fired three missiles at point-blank range, aiming two into the enemy ship and detonating a third close enough to blind her sensor nodes, but the enemy had a clear lock now.

“Switch missiles to counterforce, and launch,” Leo snapped. It was going to drain their stockpile, already dangerously low, but … there was no choice. “Helm, widen the range …”

“Aye, sir,” Abigail said. The gravity seemed to flicker as she spun away, the point defence switching to automatic as the enemy kept shooting. It was a risk to completely take humans out of the decision-making loop, though no human mind could react fast enough to handle the point defence without computer support – but they had no friends in nearspace. A third shudder ran through the hull. “We’re down a drive node. Perhaps two.”

Leo’s console bleeped. “Sir,” Harris reported. “I have damage control teams on their way to Node Four, but Node Five is a total write-off.”

“Understood.” Leo cursed under his breath. The enemy were smart, pinning him in a position he couldn’t escape without putting his ship in immense danger. His mind raced, searching for options. There were none. They were outgunned and alone. The planet had nothing larger than an orbital patrol boat or two, neither powerful enough to deter a lone cruiser let alone three of them. The damaged cruiser would have no trouble blowing them away. “Get that node back up as quickly as possible.”

“Aye, sir,” Harris said. “It will take at least twenty minutes, if nothing else goes wrong.”

Leo nodded curtly “Do your best.”

He cut the connection. Engineers had a habit of routinely overestimating how long it would take to make repairs … he hoped to hell Harris was overestimating the time, although there was no way to be sure. The two cruisers were trying to close the range, spending missiles like water … Leo keyed his console, trying to come up with an idea of just how many missiles could be crammed into their hulls, but drew a blank. Counting your enemy’s shots was a tactic that only worked in bad movies, and relied on the counter knowing what weapon the enemy was carrying and precisely how many bullets could be crammed into the clip. His estimates were either too low or disturbingly high. The only thing he could say for sure was that the enemy didn’t seem to be worried about shooting themselves dry …

An alarm howled, again. The damaged ship appeared in front of them, thankfully out of place. Abigail altered course without waiting for orders as the enemy vessel opened fire, Lieutenant Halloran launching more drones to soak up their missiles or possibly even suggest Waterhen was heading in the exact opposite direction. Leo didn’t expect the trick to fool the enemy for long, or even at all, and the only reason it might work – even slightly – was that the enemy targeting sensors were still disoriented from the jump. It might have been more effective if the enemy had been low on ammo, but … they appeared to have all the missiles they needed and then some.

We have to get out of here, he thought, numbly. Leo hated the idea of running from the fight and yet they were so badly outgunned that the fight was unwinnable. It was just a matter of time until the enemy crippled his ship, then blew it away. Surrender was unthinkable. The enemy had attacked a Daybreak ship. The bastards would likely murder his crew and fly his ship into the nearest star, just to make sure no evidence survived. They’d have no choice. If we don’t get out of here quickly …

His mind raced. They needed time to calculate a jump and that was the one thing the enemy was intent on keeping from them. A ship jumped forward again, recycling her drives … Leo ran the vectors in his head, and told himself the tactic would work. It had to. They were running out of time.

“Helm, bring us about and point us directly at Target Two,” he snapped. The enemy ship was plunging towards them … the range would close rapidly, even without Waterhen aiming herself right at the enemy ship. “Tactical, flush all reserve power through the phaser array.”

“Captain,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “I …”

“Do it,” Leo snapped. There was no time for a debate. “Now!”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo leaned forward as the range closed with blinding speed. If the enemy sensors were as good as he thought … it would be ironic, part of his mind noted, if the plan failed because the sensors were the one thing the enemy crews hadn’t modified. No, he told himself; if they’d kept the original sensors Waterhen’s missiles might have taken out at least one of the enemy ships, perhaps all three, by themselves. They had to have modern sensors, or they’d be sitting ducks. And that meant …

“Helm, calculate an emergency jump,” Leo ordered. He heard a sharp intake of breath. “And jump on my command.”

“Aye, sir …”

The enemy ship drew closer, her weapons blazing … Leo braced himself, counting down he last few seconds. If it worked …

The enemy ship vanished. Waterhen plunged through the empty space, leaving the other enemy ships behind. They were still firing … too late. They’d have to jump themselves and they didn’t have time … he hoped.

“Jump,” Leo snapped. The calculations might not be complete, but it shouldn’t matter as long as they cleared the system. There were no ships close enough to get a precise set of jump coordinates, unless Lady Luck decided she’d favour the enemy some more. “Now!”

“Aye, sir,” Abigail said. The air seemed to darken, the display blurring as Waterhen jumped. Leo thought he felt something pressing against him, as if he were drowning … the world snapped back to normal, everything falling back into place. “Jump completed.”

“No enemy contacts,” Lieutenant Halloran added. “We’re clear.”

“Recycle the drive and jump again,” Leo ordered, quickly. The enemy might get lucky. “Aim for random coordinates, at least a light-year away.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo nodded, bracing himself for the second jump. They’d waltzed right into an ambush, they’d been very lucky to escape, and that meant …

He didn’t want to think about it. But he had no choice.


Chapter Thirty-Four

“Node Five is a total write-off, like I said,” Harris reported, an hour later. “She’s so badly damaged that the only use we’ll get out of her is melting the remnants down for raw materials, and that will take time we don’t have. Node Four is back online, although I would prefer to pull her out and replace her completely.”

He paused. “The outer hull was hit in several places,” he added. “We were lucky the laser beam wasn’t a few metres lower, as it would have opened several sections to open space and put immense pressure on the command datanet. I’ve got teams patching up the hull now, sir, but we really need a shipyard to repair the outer layer. That’s going to be a weak spot from now until then, and I doubt our patches will survive a direct hit.”

Leo nodded, keeping his face under tight control. “And the internal systems?”

“No major damage,” Harris said. “There were some system crashes, in places, but thankfully the redundancies we worked into the network prevented a failure cascade that could have taken the entire system down. Captain Archibald” – he made a face – “if Captain Archibald had remained in command, and he hadn’t insisted on multiple redundancies, the system might well have crashed, leaving us blind.”

“They knew how to target us,” Leo said. That was worrying. The enemy clearly had at least one source on Daybreak itself, although the intelligence they’d received was out of date. “That was a planned ambush.”

He took a breath, as his eyes swept the room. Lieutenant Halloran, Boothroyd, Harris and Flower, his de facto senior staff. He was tempted to dismiss both Lieutenant Halloran and Harris to their duties, but he needed them to understand his thinking even if he’d declined to convene a full council of war. He would be well within his rights to do so, yet … no. Better to take the final responsibility, and the blame, on himself.

Besides, I am the commanding officer, he reminded himself. I can be blamed for letting myself be outvoted, even if the council voted the right way.

“I asked Landor to run the data recording from Breen through every analysis tool in the book,” he said, after a moment. “Her conclusion was that the data was faked. A very good fake, to be fair, and one that would likely have fooled anyone, if they didn’t already have reason to be suspicious. The discrepancies could easily be explained away by the shooting, electronic disruption and the limitations of civilian-grade sensors. We might have been fooled to this day, if we hadn’t flown straight to Eden and discovered there’d been no shooting.”

“No,” Flower agreed. “I took a look at the records. There were no indications that any war had broken out, nothing on sensors or intercepted communications or anything. The war simply did not exist.”

“They lured us into a trap,” Lieutenant Halloran said, flatly. “They knew precisely where to find us and came in for the kill.”

Leo sighed. The enemy plan had been audacious, but that had – perversely – ensured it was more likely to work. He had never considered that he might be flying straight into a trap, not until it had been far too late. The timing had been close, but … he felt a reluctant flicker of admiration. The planner clearly didn’t have a naval background – any experienced spacer would know just how many things would have to go right for the plan to work, creating a multitude of failure points that would render the entire plan worse than useless- and yet, his thinking had paid off for him. And that meant …

“The Deputy Governor was the one who sounded the alert,” he said. “It was one of his ships that brought the fake message, and that means … what?”

“He’s mad,” Lieutenant Halloran said, flatly. “Three light cruisers might have been able to deal with us, but the entire navy? They could send a battlecruiser squadron out here and those cruisers wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“Three light cruisers that we know about,” Flower corrected, mildly. “There could easily be more.”

“And if he’s the one backing the pirates … why?” Leo stared at the display. “He would have been funding the capture and destruction of his own ships, and the murder of his crews …”

“The pirate threat did galvanise his determination to build a defence force,” Flower reminded him. “And it gave him the political capital he needed to convince the governor to sign off on it.”

Leo stared at his hands. Gayle’s father had taken one hell of a risk. Had he thought it was just a matter of time before the government traced the links between the pirates, their fences, and the aristocracy? Had he gambled on killing Leo, and destroying Waterhen, in hopes he could quietly make the rest of the evidence disappear? Or had he just panicked and reacted without thinking? A clerk was dead, seemingly by his own hand … a fall guy? Or was he the link between the pirate fences and their masters? Or …

He looked up. “What is he doing?”

“He may be trying to slow incorporation,” Boothroyd offered. “Or even to try to declare independence.”

“Impossible,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “Daybreak would never stand for it.”

“We’re a very long way from home,” Boothroyd pointed out. “Sure, in theory, a battle squadron or two could be dispatched to give him a spanking, and make it clear he isn’t going to get independence, but in practice …?”

Leo said nothing. He’d been taught Daybreak was willing to pay any price to reunite the human race, but that pledge had limits. The navy had hundreds of commitments, and even if it had ten times the number of starships it would have trouble meeting them. It was quite likely a declaration of independence would go unnoticed, at least for a few years, and doing something about it would take longer. It wasn’t impossible that Daybreak would quietly ignore the problem, perhaps even let it go. Or that a man like Bridgerton would think so.

“Or it could be the tip of a very dangerous iceberg,” Harris added. “What if he has help from outside?”

“Like who?” Leo scowled at the table. “Who would be insane enough …?”

“There’s a hundred autonomous worlds that resent their lack of interstellar independence,” Boothroyd reminded him. “Some have shipyards and fleets of their own. It wouldn’t be that hard for them to quietly hand a few ships over to Bridgerton, if he can crew them, and bury their tracks so thoroughly no one will ever know the truth.

“If he can crew them,” Harris put in. “If.”

“There’s a number of missing techs, remember?” Flower spoke, her voice grim. “There’s also a shortage of trained spacers. Bridgerton could have recruited a number of experienced men and used them to crew his secret fleet, fiddling with the books to make it look perfectly legitimate even if it is mind-bogglingly illegal.”

Leo cursed under his breath. It made sense. Daybreak did have enemies, and some were – unwillingly – part of the ever-expanding empire. If someone was trying to covertly undermine the incorporation of Yangtze, perhaps create a crisis that would soak up the navy’s attention or set a precedent that could be used to secure their own independence …

And the Deputy Governor could not be sure of retaining any power, as the incorporation progressed, he reminded himself. He might decide to gamble everything in a bid to save himself.

He took a breath. “We need to deal with him as quickly as possible,” he said. “There’s no time to go corewards and ask for reinforcements, or even to head to the captured base and round up the rest of the fleet. If he realises his gambit has failed, he will act out of desperation and … do what? What options does he have?”

“He has a fleet,” Harris said. “Two cruisers, at least, and probably more.”

“He could hold Yangtze hostage,” Flower said, flatly. “Or fly into unexplored space. Or simply flee to his patrons.”

“Who will likely kill him, once he has outlived his usefulness,” Boothroyd rumbled.

“Quite.” Leo looked from face to face. “We will jump back to Yangtze. Upon arrival, we will report a catastrophic drive failure that prevented us from completing our mission. I will go straight to the Governor and request his approval for the arrest of Bridgerton and his staff, taking them into custody as quietly as possible. Once they are under arrest, we will secure the planetary defences and start a formal interrogation. If they are prepared to turn state’s evidence ... we can strike a deal.”

He ground his teeth. The matter was going to be intensely political. Governor Brighton wouldn’t want to believe the accusations, because it would make him look like a moron who couldn’t spot a plot brewing right beside him. The planetary government would be confused, unsure of which way to jump; Bridgerton, like his Daybreak counterparts, probably had hundreds of clients scattered through the government, not all known to his rivals. And Daybreak itself might not thank Leo for bringing them a ticking time bomb. The Senate might prefer to bury the matter, rather than risk an outbreak of war. Even if Daybreak won, the conflict would be devastating.

And you don’t want to strike a deal, his thoughts pointed out. You want to make him pay for what he tried to do to your crew, and your girlfriend.

He felt his mood darken. Planetary piracy was unforgivable. Bridgerton had supported murder, looting and rape on an unthinkable scale, and for that there could be no mercy. But if they needed him … Leo wondered, sourly, if he could find a loophole, a way to go back on his word, then dismissed the thought. There was nothing he could do, not without fatally compromising his career. To give his word and then break it would ensure that no one would ever trust him again.

“We need to move as quickly as possible,” he said. “How long until we can jump safely?”

“Now, if you don’t mind a bumpy ride,” Harris said. “As long as they don’t get a visual of our hull, we should be able to maintain the deception.”

“Let us hope so,” Leo said. Bridgerton might not be a naval officer, but he had naval officers working for him. Was he smart enough to listen to them? Leo had no idea. “We’ll leave in twenty minutes. That should give us enough time to get the bullshit story straight.”

“There’s another possibility,” Harris said. “We can transfer a jump node to a shuttle and send it to the captured base, rallying what support we can. Just in case.”

Leo shook his head. “Too dangerous,” he said. In theory, a shuttle could be equipped with a jump drive; in practice, the tiny craft didn’t have the power reserves for more than a single jump. No matter how precise the calculations, there was always some possibility of error. For a starship, it was a known hazard; any ship could find itself millions of miles off course. A starship, though, could recycle the drive and jump again; a shuttle would be dead in space, her crew condemned to a slow and thoroughly unpleasant death. “We’ll send a message when we reach Yangtze.”

“The timing might not work out,” Lieutenant Halloran cautioned. “If we get there too late …”

“Then we’ll run,” Leo said. The timing really would be close. The enemy would need to deal with Eden and then hurry back to Yangtze … or would they hasten to Yangtze first? It would be the right choice … would they know it? If word reached Yangtze before Waterhen …  “We will hope for the best and prepare for the worst. Dismissed.”

The three men left, but Flower stayed in her seat. Leo nodded and waited for the hatch to slip closed before he raised his eyebrows, inviting her to speak. She had been oddly quiet during the meeting, something that bothered him. She normally felt free to speak whenever she wished.

“Here’s an important question for you,” Flower said. “Does Gayle know anything about this?”

Leo hesitated, then shook his head slowly. It seemed unlikely. Gayle was a young aristocratic woman on a planet that expected young aristocratic women to look pretty, accept an arranged match without hesitation, bear the man’s children and spend the rest of her life trying to grow old as slowly as possible. Her father had refused to involve her in his legitimate business, and he doubted he’d take the risk of involving her in a conspiracy against sector incorporation. And they were clearly not close … Gayle had defied her father more than once, when she’d bedded Leo, and if she’d known about the conspiracy she might well have chosen to betray it to the authorities. Leo found it hard to imagine anyone betraying their parents, but his father had died when he’d been young and his mother had never tried to force him into her mould, let alone plan the rest of his life for him. He knew other parents who had been far more inclined to meddle with their child’s life …

“Are you sure?” Flower met his eyes, evenly. “She might know something was up …”

Leo bit down on the urge to make the obvious joke. Gayle had welcomed him into her bed … no, she’d done far more than just open her legs for him. She’d taken him to her mansion, she’d arranged for a night at a lodge … she’d even cooked him pancakes! It was impossible to believe someone would do that much for anyone, unless there was some real feeling driving their actions. Gayle hadn’t had to do anything for him, and …

Flower raised her eyebrows. “Did she try to pump you for information?”

“No,” Leo said, sharply. “She and I just … made love.”

“A woman can make love without any real attraction,” Flower pointed out. “She could have …”

“No,” Leo repeated. “There’s nothing to suggest she’s even remotely involved. Her father wouldn’t have brought her into his gang, unless he thought he had no other choice.”

He shook his head. Gayle was trapped in a social system that penalised her for daring to be born without a penis. She might be kept in a gilded cage, but it was still a cage. He couldn’t blame her for wanting to find a way out, even if that involved getting as close as possible to the ranking naval officer in the system. His heart twisted as he realised that her dreams were likely to be shattered, even if she was officially cleared of any involvement. Daybreak vetted immigrants carefully, particularly ones from newly incorporated worlds. It was vanishingly unlikely Gayle would be allowed to immigrate under the circumstances, even as his wife. And if he married her, he might see all hope of advancement vanish like snowflakes in hell.

“I hope you’re right,” Flower said. She shot him a sharp look. “You should know better, now, than to let your manhood do the thinking for you.”

Leo flushed. “She’s not like that.”

“There’s a girl I knew in training,” Flower said. Her voice was reflective, with a hint of coldness that reminded him her body was silk covering steel. “She specialised in giving lonely men what they wanted – sex and companionship – and she was good at it, great even, until the money ran out. They expected her to stay and she didn’t, because it was just a role she played … a role they had forgotten wasn’t real.”

“Poor bastards,” Leo said. He was torn between sympathy and disgust. “Why did they believe it …?”

“Because they wanted to,” Flower said. “And the best lies, the most convincing lies, are the lies the mark wants to believe.”

Leo said nothing for a long moment, then looked up. “I don’t believe she’s involved,” he said, quietly. He had to think hard, to convince himself he wasn’t letting his little head do the thinking. “Yangtze is not a paradise for women. Why would she act against her own best interests?”

“It wouldn’t be the first time a woman has acted against her own, best interests,” Flower countered. “I could name a dozen worlds where women betrayed themselves. And others where men betrayed themselves, for that matter. You may not understand where her real interests lie, Captain, and she may not either. I know women who have continued to support abusive husbands or fathers, simply because they didn’t know they could escape. Or because there was no escape. You need to be careful.”

“I will,” Leo promised. “But the more people involved, the greater the chance of a leak. I suspect there are only a handful of people in the know, at least on Yangtze. If we can take them all into custody quickly …”

“If,” Flower injected.

“… We might be able to put a stop to their plan and find out who’s backing them,” Leo continued. He knew it was perilous, but it was their only chance to end the matter without a shooting war. “And then we can mop up the remainder of their network at leisure.”

“I hope you’re right,” Flower said. She cocked her head, looking thoughtful. “I do trust you won’t object to me taking some precautions of my own?”

“I won’t,” Leo said. He grinned. “You’d just take them anyway, wouldn’t you?”

“You make it sound like a bad thing,” Flower teased. Her lips curved into a smile, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Watch your back, Leo. Desperate men do desperate things – and he committed himself the moment he sent us into that trap.”

Leo nodded. “I know,” he said, standing. He wanted to be on the bridge for the jump. “But we survived, and if he doesn’t know it …”

“Sure,” Flower said. Her tone hardened, as she made the point again. “If.”


Chapter Thirty-Five

“Jump completed, Captain,” Abigail said. “I’m sending the planned message now.”

Leo tensed, studying the display as it updated rapidly. There was no sign of the ships that had attacked Waterhen, a few days ago, but that was meaningless. The ships could be cloaked, hiding behind the planet, or simply powered down so completely they were practically indistinguishable from space rocks. Or holding position a few light hours from the planet, ready to jump in if summoned. The timing was far too close for his peace of mind …

Get down to the planet, convince the Governor to arrest the Deputy Governor and head off any trouble before it’s too late, he thought. He’d scanned case studies and most had agreed that, if the plan was nipped in the bud, the unidentified co-conspirators would pull their heads in and start supporting the dominant power. The Deputy Governor could not be in an unassailable position, not when he had so many enemies amongst his peers. If we can take him out fast, the rest will swear blind they had nothing to do with him.

“Hold position, well clear of the defences,” he ordered. The planetary defences weren’t on alert, but their passive sensors would be good enough to take aim at Waterhen and lock weapons before they opened fire. “Sergeant Boothroyd, dispatch two men to lay claim to a courier boat and send it to the captured base. We may need additional ships.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo grimaced as he stood, keying the command for his shuttle to be prepped. The timing really was close. They had bare hours, if that, before the message arrived from Eden … if they hadn’t already lost the race. He’d expected to see the planetary defences bristling with firepower, ready to blow Waterhen to dust, if they had … the message they’d sent should be believable, but the enemy had proven they knew how to fake sensor records and that suggested they knew how to spot a fake too. Would they have time to run the message through their datacores, looking for discrepancies? Or would they take the message at face value because they wanted to believe it? Leo simply didn’t know.

“Lieutenant Halloran, you have the bridge,” he said. “If I do not return, and the planetary defences grow hostile, you are ordered to proceed directly to the captured base, evacuate both ships and crew, and then head to the nearest naval base. My reports are in the datacore, as are written copies of my final orders.”

Lieutenant Halloran looked reluctant. Leo understood. Ordered to retreat or not, few would be happy with instructions to abandon their commanding officer and it was quite likely the flag officer at the nearest base would look down on Lieutenant Halloran for doing it, even though he had been following orders. Leo had been careful not to suggest Lieutenant Halloran could declare himself Captain, because that would make it easier – much easier – for his decisions to be called into question. Leo hoped the flag officer, whoever it was, would promote Lieutenant Halloran anyway. The man deserved it.

“Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said, finally. “Good luck.”

Leo took one last look at the display, then headed to the shuttle. Flower was already there, wearing a simple spacer’s outfit and carrying a knapsack slung over one shoulder. Leo nodded tersely to her as he stepped past and into the shuttle, nervous as he took the pilot’s seat. The reports were in his private datapad, detailing everything that had happened since they’d departed Yangtze, but … he had no idea how Governor Brighton would react to the news. Would he act fast, with all the speed and decisiveness Daybreak regarded as de rigueur for naval officers and distant administrators, or would he hesitate? Would he admit his own failings, in allowing the plot to develop right under his nose, or would he try to cover up the whole affair to protect his career? Leo hated to admit it, but the latter was at least plausible. Leo had been sent out so far from Daybreak to get rid of him; there was an obvious possibility that Governor Brighton had fallen victim to the same mentality, a possibility underlined by the simple lack of support his superiors had given him. One destroyer and a handful of naval support personnel? It wasn’t anything like enough.

He steered the shuttle into the atmosphere, trying not to think of the SAM batteries he’d seen earlier. They might be going live even now, tracking his shuttle and preparing to fire … he liked to think he could evade, if they launched missiles, but he knew better. A missile could fly from the launcher to the shuttle within seconds, too quickly for him to register an attack. It might have been safer to try to land outside the city, but that would have raised too many eyebrows. He wished, grimly, that he knew what was really going on below. It would be so much easier if he knew what was waiting for him.

No missiles rose to swat them from the air, as he flew over the city, and no guards awaited them on the landing pad. Flower gave him a quick hug, surprising him, then vanished into the shadows as Leo stood and made his way out the hatch. Gayle stood there, waiting. Leo felt a twinge of guilt as she smiled, all too aware he was about to upend her life beyond all hope of repair. She would hate him for this. How could she not?

“The Governor is waiting for you,” Gayle said. Her face was artfully bland, but there was a glint in her eye that promised … something that would never happen. Not now. “If you will come with me …”

“Thank you,” Leo managed. He would have preferred someone – anyone – else. “I need to hurry.”

Gayle shot him an odd look as they made their way through the corridors, following a path Leo knew by heart. He wondered, suddenly, what Gayle was doing in Government House. It wasn’t as if her father trusted her to serve as a secretary, let alone anything more important. And yet, she’d been there from the start.

He cleared his throat. “Why do you get to hang around Government House?”

“My father has high hopes for my marriage,” Gayle said. “And he thinks he can show me off.”

Leo winced as they reached the office. He supposed it made a certain kind of sense. Governor Brighton was unmarried, Gayle’s mother had died some time ago, and allowing Gayle to serve as the de facto hostess would let her meet prospective husbands without making it obvious. Hell, she could easily set her cap at the governor himself. He might be old enough to be her father, but what did that matter when a marriage could bring all kinds of rewards for her father and his family? Leo felt a stab of sympathy, mingled with something he didn’t want to look at too closely. No wonder Gayle was so desperate to get out. It was only a matter of time before she was married off, willing or no.

He lowered his voice. “Get out of here,” he said, as quietly as he could. “Quickly.”

Gayle blinked. Leo tapped his lips, then stepped into the governor’s office. Governor Brighton looked as if he’d been rousted out of bed, although it was late morning. Perhaps he’d been in bed anyway … it wasn’t as if the sector governor was commanding a starship or running a major military base, something that demanded he keep to a strict schedule. Leo felt a twinge of contempt, mingled with envy. He’d had to get up at the crack of dawn most of his life and that hadn’t changed, even when he’d finally been assigned to a starship. The governor didn’t know how lucky he was.

“Captain,” Governor Brighton said. He sounded alert, thankfully. “You said it was urgent?”

Get to the point, Leo translated silently. A maid entered, carrying a tray of coffee and biscuits. And, of course, he’s ordering refreshments.

“This is a matter of urgency,” he said, forcing himself to wait as the maid placed the tray on the desk and retreated as quickly as she’d come. If this was what passed for urgency, he’d hate to see sloth. “We were sold a lie.”

He ran through the whole story as quickly as possible, from the faked report of civil war to the desperate battle above Eden, their daring escape and the inescapable conclusions. The governor listened in silence; Leo couldn’t tell if the governor was allowing Leo to speak quickly, or too shocked to say a word. The governor’s career was going to be tarnished, if it wasn’t already on the wane, and there was a very good chance he’d be summarily dismissed for his failure. Leo would have felt sorrier for him if he hadn’t known the governor’s laxity had put his ship and crew in terrible danger. They’d been very lucky to survive the ambush, and luckier still to make it back before it was too late.

“You need to suspend Bridgerton at once, and charge him with high treason,” Leo finished, pushing as hard as he dared. “If we can shut him down now …”

Governor Brighton met his eyes. “Are you sure?”

Leo looked back at him, evenly. He understood the scepticism. Bridgerton had a lot to lose, including his life. Funding pirates, funding slaughter on a planetary scale, lying to a naval captain and sending his ship into a deadly trap … it was going to be tricky to decide which charge would top the execution warrant. Bridgerton was playing a very dangerous game and yet … it was hard to believe someone in his corporation was manipulating events to ensure he took the blame. No, it had to be the man at the top.

“Yes, sir,” he said, finally. “There is no other explanation.”

The governor said nothing. Leo fumed inwardly as the silence grew and lengthened, cursing under his breath. They had to act now, before Bridgerton realised what had really happened at Eden. Or that Waterhen’s report of catastrophic drive failure was a tissue of lies from start to finish. Bridgerton was no naval officer, but he had experienced personnel under his command. If anyone realised the report was bunk, all hell would break loose.

“You have to act now,” Leo repeated. “This is our one chance to salvage the situation before it is too late.”

The governor looked down. “If you’re wrong …”

“If I’m wrong, I’ll take the blame,” Leo said, although he knew that wasn’t true. He was a young officer, not even a formal captain, and there were limits to how much he could shoulder the blame.  He certainly had little authority to force the governor to do anything against the governor’s better judgement. Governor Brighton could easily find himself in trouble for failing to tell the young officer where to go, if he pushed too hard. “But we have to act now.”

A dull thump echoed through the building. Leo swore, one hand dropping to his sidearm. He was no ground-combat expert, but an explosion that close to Government House spelled trouble. Governor Brighton stood, his eyes suddenly very wide. Leo swore under his breath as the terminal started to bleep an urgent message, demanding the governor’s immediate attention. The governor didn’t seem in any state to answer. Leo reached forward and keyed the display.

“Report,” he snapped.

“Sir, we have armed troops investing Government House,” a voice said. Leo didn’t recognise the speaker. One of the handful of support personnel, he guessed. Ice ran down his spine as he realised the governor’s weakness. Most of his personnel were locals. The Deputy Governor could have easily inserted his own people into Government House, from the maid who brought the coffee to the guards on the outer walks. “They’re coming in hard …”

Another dull thump shook the building. The voice cut off abruptly. Leo cursed under his breath, mentally kicking himself for not trying to summon help from the ship earlier. He keyed his communicator, only to hear a hiss of static. The planetary communications network was down and channels were being jammed, cutting him off from his ship. By the time Waterhen realised something was wrong, they’d be dead – or worse. Bridgerton really was crossing the line. Whatever he had in mind, the last thing he’d want – or need – would be a living governor and naval officer contradicting whatever bullshit he said.

Governor Brighton staggered as the lights failed, the terminal – and everything else – going dead. The assault force had taken out the power – or, more likely, simply shut it off while they took control. It was the smartest thing to do, Leo thought. They couldn’t be sure there were no surprises loaded into the datacores, no internal defences that weren’t included on the official reports. Safer to shut everything down and then inspect the datacores thoroughly before bringing them back online.

The governor sounded unsteady. “What is happening?”

“He’s launching a coup,” Leo snapped. The emergency lights came on, disturbingly dim. His mind raced, searching for options. There weren’t many. Bridgerton had gifted Government House to Daybreak … he knew the interior as well as he knew his own mansion, and he’d probably ensured the assault team knew it too. There were no hiding places, no panic rooms … even if there were, the enemy would know their location too. There weren’t many loyalist troops and they were heavily outnumbered, if they weren’t already dead. “We have to move.”

He grabbed the governor’s arm and half-dragged him to the door. Government House was big, but not that big. He was surprised the enemy troops weren’t already thundering up the stairs to nab them. The governor seemed too stunned to move properly … Leo found himself seriously considering abandoning the old man, before telling himself not to be stupid. His superiors would not be pleased if he did. A half-baked plan surfaced in his mind … if they could get out, before it was too late, they could head straight for the spaceport, steal a shuttle, and blast their way into orbit. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was the only one that came to mind. Boothroyd could have headed into the countryside, and Flower could still blend into the local population; Leo knew couldn’t do either. Their only hope was getting to the ship and fleeing corewards.

And coming back with a battle squadron or two, he thought, drawing his sidearm as he opened the door. Whatever happened, Waterhen would escape. He refused to think about any other possibility. The enemy had gotten lucky with their first ambush and they wouldn’t be able to repeat the trick a second time. Their victory will not last long.

He peered outside, listening carefully. A low rumble was echoing from below, but the corridors on the upper levels were deserted. A trick …? It wasn’t as if they had any easy way out of the mansion. Most administrative buildings had an aircar pad on the roof, but Government House had been built before aircar tech had reached Yangtze— the mansion had never been modified to take them. Gayle had landed her aircar outside the building. A rush of something ran through his mind, a fear for her that was surprisingly strong. If her father became the unquestioned ruler of the planet, at least until Daybreak sent a fleet to teach him a lesson, what would he do to her? Somehow, Leo didn’t think he’d settle for grounding her for the next fifty years …

Someone moved, ahead of them. Leo raised his sidearm, then relaxed as Gayle stepped into view. Her eyes were wide and fearful, her hand was out of sight, her voice …

“What’s happening?”

Leo glanced back. The noise from below was getting louder. He swung around, preparing to sell his life dearly. There was no point in trying to surrender, not when Bridgerton’s only hope of getting away with his crazy plan involved killing both Leo and the governor and blaming it on pirates. There weren’t any other options for him either. In theory, he could condition Leo to lie his ass off; in practice, such conditioning rarely held up under sustained interrogation. Leo would never be the same – mental conditioning left scars and often triggered breakdowns, probably rendering him unfit for future service – but the navy would avenge his living death. 

“Your father is doing something stupid,” he said, with what he felt was reasonable understatement. He’d told Gayle to leave. Why hadn’t she left? His mind raced … perhaps they could use her to get to the aircars, or find a way out of the mansion known only to family. Or … he wondered, suddenly, if he should tie her up and let her swear blind he’d knocked her down, to keep her father from blaming her for their escape. “I told you to …”

He looked at her and flinched as he saw the stunner in her hand. Gayle was pointing it at him …?

“Gayle, I …”

Leo started to turn, to bring up his sidearm before his mind had quite registered what was happening, but it was too late. Gayle pulled the trigger and there was a flash of blue-white light, his muscles locking painfully as his awareness started to fade. Gayle had betrayed him, betrayed the governor, betrayed the entire world and sector for her abusive father …

And then he saw it, too late.

Gayle stood over him, her face cold and hard, and pointed the stunner right at his face. Leo couldn’t move, couldn’t speak …

There was another flash of light. The world went away.


Chapter Thirty-Six

Leo awoke, in pain.

His head hurt, bright lights stabbing daggers into his mind. He groaned, his memories a jumbled mess. It was hard to think, hard to remember anything … for a moment, he wondered if he’d dreamed everything, from his affair with Fleur to his final, perhaps fatal, mistake. It wasn’t impossible. He’d drunk himself silly twice as a young man and spent two days in a VR chamber, lost in an illusion that had been horrifically seductive even though he’d known it wasn’t real. Perhaps he’d dreamed becoming a starship commander, perhaps he’d dreamed …

The pain grew stronger, yanking him back to reality. He was sitting against a wall, his hands cuffed behind his back. His legs were shackled together … the remnants of the illusion vanished, banished behind a wave of head-shattering pain. And yet … a stab of horror rushed through him as he realised that Gayle had betrayed him, had been betraying him all along. He’d wondered how she’d been able to bring him to her mansion without her father knowing … obviously, the man had known all along. Leo’s earlier thoughts returned to mock him. Gayle had had orders to seduce him and he’d fallen for it, so completely he’d never thought twice. Damn it … he’d seen evidence she was smarter, and far more capable, than she looked and he’d never thought it might be proof she was playing him. His head twanged as he recalled how she’d … he wanted to scream as the agony banished his thoughts. Gayle had fucked him in every sense of the word and he hadn’t had the slightest idea, not until it was far too late.

And you were the one who told her something was up, his thoughts pointed out. They sounded like Flower. She didn’t leave Government House. She called her fucking dad instead.

His mood darkened as he tried to clear his head. Gayle was young and pretty, raised on a world that saw women as legal children. No one took them seriously … she’d been there all along, smiling charmingly as she listened to everything, filing it away in her rattrap of a mind. Her father was innovative enough to come up with a plan to rebel … how had Leo not wondered, he asked himself, if the asshole was also innovative enough to make use of his daughter? It was the one thing his peers would never expect. Gayle had played her role to perfection.

And you come from a world where men and women are equals, Flower’s voice pointed out, snidely. You really should have called this one.

He forced his eyes to open again and looked around the cell. It was barren, illuminated by a single light cell embedded in the concrete ceiling. The door was solid metal, without even a hatch … Leo guessed there were microscopic sensors embedded in the wall, allowing the prison guards to monitor him without making it obvious. Not, he acknowledged sourly, that there was anything he could do. He was cuffed, chained to the walls, and his uniform was torn and ripped, suggesting his captors had thoroughly searched him. The bastards hadn’t even bothered to buy him dinner first! The thought made him smile, although it wasn’t funny. If they had any sense, they’d dispose of him immediately.

They have to know how much I know, he told himself. Gayle had been in Government House – and so had a bunch of servants – and it was quite possible the entire discussion with the governor had been overheard. And they have to take out Waterhen …

The door rattled. Leo looked up, bracing himself. He’d been trained in counter-interrogation techniques, and he’d been immunised to the most common truth drugs, but his instructors had cautioned him that everyone, eventually, could be made to talk. Pirates might use implants to prevent interrogation; the navy regarded such implants as dangerous, liable to fail if they mistook a routine situation for torture. The idea of accidentally trapping his hand in an airlock was bad enough, but his implant thinking he was being tortured and killing him was worse. And yet … in hindsight, he almost wished he’d requested an implant. It would at least have let him spite his captors one final time.

He allowed himself a dark smile as Bridgerton stepped into the cell. “The conditions in this hotel are just disgraceful,” he said, tauntingly. If he was lucky, his captors would kill him quickly. “You won’t be getting any stars from me.”

“Do you think that’s amusing,” Bridgerton asked, “or are you just trying to get on my nerves?”

His voice was calm and composed, a far cry from the snooty man Leo had met only a few short months ago. Leo studied him narrowly. Bridgerton didn’t seem to think he’d lost, even though his original plan had started to give way and he was now trying to desperately patch up the leaks before the remainder of the plan sank without a trace. It was hard to be sure. Bridgerton’s daughter had played her role so perfectly she hadn’t slipped, not once. For all Leo knew, she’d learnt her trade from her father. Their relationship was clearly better than he’d been told.

Gayle played on my prejudices, he reflected sourly. And I never even saw it coming.

“Your daughter got on me, a lot,” Leo said, instead. He tried to sound like a braggart, like a young fool he’d known who’d said much the same in front of the girl’s father and been knocked down seconds later. “Do you want the gory details?”

Bridgerton ignored him. “You have two choices,” he said. “You can join us, or you can die.”

Leo kept his face under tight control. “Don’t you mean join us and die?”

“Gayle is quite fond of you,” Bridgerton said. He sounded as if he were telling the truth, but Leo didn’t believe him. “If you choose to join us, if you choose to work with us, we can make arrangements for the two of you to share a future.”

Leo met his eyes. “And what sort of future do you expect, when the navy arrives to give you a thermonuclear spanking?”

Bridgerton looked irked. “Must you be so crude?”

“No,” Leo said. “Answer my question.”

“The navy will arrive to discover Waterhen has been destroyed by pirate ships, after a brave fight against overwhelming odds,” Bridgerton said. “Those pirate ships will attack Yangtze and kill the governor, only to be destroyed in turn by the planetary defence force. It will be expanded to protect the sector, allowing us to apply for autonomous status within the empire …”

Leo blinked. “Are you sure that crazy plan is going to work?”

“You tell me,” Bridgerton said. “What do you think?”

Leo forced himself to consider the issue coldly and logically. The idea of the sector taking care of its own defence would certainly appeal to the overstretched navy, particularly as the sector would be vying for autonomous status rather than complete independence. There wasn’t much investment in the sector yet, ensuring there’d be no voices back home with a vested interest in maintaining the status quo. The combination of a planetary defence force with a proven track record – easy, when one controlled the pirate fleets and could steer them straight into an ambush – and a government more than willing to join the empire on reasonable terms might just be enough. Might.

“The plan is insane,” he said. “Do you think you can fool the Senate?”

“Daybreak is umpteen billion light years away,” Bridgerton pointed out. An exaggeration, but it would still take weeks for word to reach Daybreak and months for any reply, or investigators, to reach Yangtze. “Why would they care enough to investigate, when we are giving them everything they want? We’ll even be reaching out to the big interstellars, asking for investment on reasonable terms …”

Leo shivered. He’d assumed the idea was to declare independence. But …

“You did all this - you killed hundreds of thousands of innocent people, you sent my ship into an ambush, you sacrificed your daughter’s maidenhead - just for better status?” It was hard to keep his voice under control. He wasn’t sure if Gayle had been a virgin or not when he’d met her … probably not, all things considered. She’d been a little too experienced, in hindsight, and a little less nervous about sexual contact than a virgin would have been. “You did all that, for this?”

Bridgerton leaned forward. “Do you think us blind?”

Leo blinked. For the first time, there was real anger in Bridgerton’s tone.

“Do you think we don’t know what’s happening, corewards? Do you think we don’t know what happens to worlds that enter your empire, without any way to defend themselves or assume a limited local independence? Do you think we don’t know how those worlds are looted, how their local governments are neutralised and their businesses absorbed by interstellar corporations? Do you think we don’t know …?”

His voice hardened. “The best we could hope for, if we were lucky, is several decades of exploitation before we stood as equals, in an empire in which some worlds are more equal than others. At worst … we would be little more than slaves, drained of our most innovative and capable youths and left behind, as the empire expands further and further into unexplored space. When we were told we were being incorporated, that we had to pay taxes without any sort of representation, we sent agents corewards to determine what fate we might expect, if nothing changed. It was not an encouraging result. Everything I built, everything my ancestors built, would be absorbed, and we would lose everything.”

He met Leo’s eyes. “Would you not gamble on one final roll of the dice, if the alternative was losing everything?”

Leo looked back at him. “How many died on Morse? How many others did you condemn to slavery? How many young women are going to be raped, time and time again, until they die; how many young men are doomed to labour as indentured workers, or serve on pirate ships where they will be killed by their masters? Or executed by the navy, for collaboration? How many children were sent to hell, because of you?”

He scowled. “You have a mansion,” he said. “You have everything – and you’re afraid of losing it. But everyone else doesn’t have the safety and security you take for granted, or the inheritance you think you’ll lose. How many are dead because of you?”

“And how many would be condemned to permanent slavery within your empire,” Bridgerton asked, “if we allow the incorporation to proceed without a fight?”

Leo snorted. “There’s a planet which was governed pretty poorly,” he said. He’d forgotten the world’s name, but the basic theme had been repeated time and time again. “The rebels had a very real cause, when they rose against the government, yet they were often so shockingly abusive to their own people that they became worse than the government they fought. You have the same problem, don’t you? You sentenced thousands of people to death for your cause, because you told yourself you had no choice.”

Bridgerton stepped backwards. “Consider this your only chance,” he said. “Join us. Help us fake Waterhen’s destruction. Or instead, support us in our fight against the pirate fleet and endorse our quest for autonomy as the ranking naval officer in the sector. You and Gayle could be happy together …”

“No.”

Leo spoke without thinking, but he knew he wouldn’t change his mind. There was no way in hell he’d betray his ship and crew, particularly when they had an excellent chance of getting away, even if they had to leave him behind. He wasn’t going to sacrifice them to save his life … and besides, he had no doubt Bridgerton was lying. Once he had outlived his usefulness, he would be murdered, his body dumped in an unmarked grave. Bridgerton might think Leo could endorse his bid for autonomy, but … Leo knew better. He was only a Lieutenant-Commander. Daybreak would ask some pretty searching questions when his superiors got the message and …

The irony, he reflected sourly, was that if Captain Archibald had followed orders, Bridgerton would have found him very useful indeed. He had the connections, and the rank, to ensure his endorsement wasn’t questioned so thoroughly. It would be politically embarrassing for his superiors to even try. And his tastes … Leo could easily imagine Bridgerton offering the older man everything he wanted, filming the affair from every possible angle, and then using it to blackmail him. Leo doubted Captain Archibald would care, but his superiors might. Daybreak was pretty lax about such things, as long as they were done between consenting adults in private, yet there were limits. If half the stories were true, Captain Archibald had been pressing against the limits for years.

“If you refuse, it will happen without you,” Bridgerton pointed out. “You can save your life and crew and …”

“No,” Leo repeated. He threw himself forward and had the satisfaction of seeing the older man jump, before the chains yanked Leo back. “I won’t betray my ship and crew.”

Bridgerton sighed. “You Daybreakers insist you are reuniting the human race,” he said, flatly. “And maybe you are, except you are exploiting the worlds too weak to defend themselves and constraining the worlds that can push back. You tell us you are trying to prevent another war, but in truth you’re making a second war inevitable.”

Leo looked back at him. “Do you think your allies will not throw you under the falling rocks when the navy comes to deal with you?”

“If this works, we will have the freedom we need to survive Daybreak’s expansion,” Bridgerton told him. “And if it doesn’t … well, you won’t be around to gloat.”

He stepped back and left the chamber, closing the door behind him. Leo sagged in his chains, all too aware the older man was right. There was no way out, not now. He’d blundered twice and doomed himself … he knew that Waterhen would escape, and alert the navy, and that his death would be avenged. Bridgerton would die, of course, and Gayle would spend the rest of her life on a penal world, along with all the other conspirators. He didn’t care how many secret allies they had, there was no way they could obtain or crew a fleet that could stand up to a battle squadron. The navy would send a squadron or two – if only for a couple of months – and that would be the end. Bridgerton would die, unless he fled. And his allies would be sure to cut his throat, once he became a useless loose end.

The door opened again. Gayle stepped into the room.

Leo looked up, gritting his teeth. Gayle looked warm and welcoming and seductive and … he bit his lip hard, cursing himself for letting his little head get himself into trouble again. He’d thought the pirate raid on Yangtze was odd – it had to have been faked – and if Gayle had reported his words to her father, then they might have decided that he’d outlived his usefulness. And if they managed to delay the investigation into the dead clerk …

Gayle knelt facing him, tilting her body to show the top of her breasts. Leo felt a rush of heat and forced himself to ignore it. Now that he knew, he could see all the little signs of manipulation, all the hints that Gayle wasn’t what she claimed to be. He kicked himself, mentally, for feeling sorry for her. She had never been in any real danger, not when she was far more capable than ninety percent of the population. Her husband might inherit everything, but it would be his wife calling the shots. The poor sap wouldn’t even know it.

“Leo,” she said. “I know you’re angry …”

“Fuck off,” Leo managed. It was hard to think straight when she was so close, her scent filling his nostrils … it was all he could do to bite his lip a second time. “You betrayed me.”

“For the good of this world,” Gayle said.

“People always say that,” Leo pointed out. “They’re very good at rationalising everything, at coming up with arguments and excuses to justify doing what they want to do. For the greater good, they say, pretending that the greater good doesn’t involve more money or power for themselves.”

“Daybreak does the same,” Gayle countered.

“Daybreak is generally very good at ensuring the smart people rise to the top,” Leo said. His patron had an entire stable of clients who made him proud – and he was far from the only one. One day, Leo himself would have a small army of clients too … assuming he survived the next few days. “Your system locks out women, and everyone who didn’t choose the right parents.”

Gayle stood, showing off her long, tanned legs. “I’m sorry it had to be this way,” she said. “I …”

“Let me go,” Leo said. It was worth a try. He could write the report to suggest Gayle had been an innocent pawn, rather than an active participant in treason. It wasn’t as if anyone would look too closely, once the plot had been headed off. “You could come to Daybreak with me and …”

“No,” Gayle said. The assurance in her voice surprised him, although he supposed it shouldn’t. Daybreak was far from perfect, but it was his world. She felt the same way about her homeworld. “This is my world. And I will do whatever I must to defend it.”

She stepped back. “Goodbye, Leo,” she added. There was a hitch in her voice … Leo told himself, firmly, that it was just more manipulation. “We won’t meet again.”


Chapter Thirty-Seven

It was hard, almost impossible, to keep track of time.

Leo had always prided himself on his temporal awareness – it was a skill he’d sharpened at the Academy – but it was still difficult to be sure how much time had passed. He thought he’d slept … hadn’t he? The cell was presumably airtight … the guards could have pumped knock-out gas into the air, if they wished, or simply let the remnants of the drugs they’d fed him work their way through his system. His arms and legs ached from the cuffs, and from being trapped in the same position for hours on hours; he wondered, numbly, if they’d simply abandoned him to a slow and agonising death by starvation. He hadn’t eaten much before flying to the planet and nothing since then, and even if they’d fed him a nutrient injection it wouldn’t be enough to keep him going indefinitely. Perhaps they’d just let him die, then fill the cell with concrete. His body would never be found.

And their mad scheme might just work, he thought, grimly. If they convince Daybreak they’re telling the truth …

He tried to think, endlessly gaming out the ways it could go if – when – news reached Daybreak. If they managed to take out Waterhen … he swallowed hard, refusing to consider the possibility. He’d thought the captured base to be in a secret location, but in hindsight he’d been dead wrong. The bad guys had funded the damn base … hell, they’d probably noted its location and then erased it from the records. Of course they knew where it was. They’d probably sent their ships to destroy it, either through long-range missile fire or simply triggering a concealed self-destruct charge. Leo had ordered the base searched thoroughly, but it was quite possible something had been missed. And that meant …

Despair howled at the back of his mind, despite his training. He’d fucked up badly, and now he was going to die, and all he could do was cling to the hope his ship would abandon him and flee corewards before it was too late. His crew might not have wanted to serve under him, when he’d first taken command, and they would have been more than human if they hadn’t had doubts, but they were his now. It would be bitterly ironic if they died because they refused to abandon him … he swallowed hard, trying to convince himself that his crew would obey his orders. It was harder than he’d thought. They would’ve happily abandoned Captain Archibald in a heartbeat, but him?

He swallowed, hard. He’d never really thought he could die, no matter how many training simulations had ended in death and destruction. The idea of an enemy starship scoring a direct hit that took him out was as unthinkable as spontaneous human combustion, yet … he was helpless, chained to the wall and locked in a cell, free only to wait for death. He had no idea where he was and his communicator had been taken from him … hell, he had no idea how long it had been since his capture. He closed his eyes, trying to think of his mother and his sisters. Would they mourn his death? Would they get to see his name emblazoned on the Roll of Honour? Or would the Navy be quietly relieved he was gone?

The door rattled. Leo braced himself. If he had to die, he would spit in their eye before they shot him in the head. Two guards entered, wearing loose suits and helmets that hid their faces. Leo told himself they were scared, unwilling to be recognised for fear they would be arrested and punished for mistreating a Daybreaker. It had happened before and it would happen again, a local government hastily throwing its personnel under the bus to avoid being punished itself. The thought cheered him, even as he prepared for death. The two men were doomed. Their superiors would probably kill them to hide the evidence or hold them prisoner until they knew if their gamble had worked – or if they would have to surrender the killers to save their homeworld from a far darker fate.

“Captain,” the leader hissed. Leo gaped. Flower? “We’re getting you out of here.”

Leo swallowed hard, feeling a rush of hope as Flower unpicked the cuffs with a device he didn’t recognise and helped him to his feet. His legs felt stiff and unsteady, nearly cramping as they staggered towards the door and out into the corridor. The air outside smelled different … he guessed he’d been fed some kind of gas, even if it wasn’t intended to knock him out. He stumbled along – he hadn’t felt so clumsy in years – as Flower and her companion brought up the rear, taking care to keep him upright. The entire complex seemed deserted … Leo was torn between relief and anger that they wouldn’t have a chance to take out the rebel leadership. If Bridgerton and Gayle were both killed, it was possible the entire plot would fall apart. If.

“This way,” Flower said. “It won’t take them long to realise what we’ve done.”

Leo winced as he saw the tube, leading into the darkness. He wasn’t claustrophobic – years in the Academy had cured him of any such tendency – and yet, the interior seemed extremely thin compared to a starship’s maintenance tubes. The lack of light didn’t help and … he gritted his teeth and forced himself to crawl into the tube, cursing under his breath as he felt the tube start to incline upwards. If he was any judge, at some point the tube would turn into a vertical shaft and … he silently thanked his instructors for their endless climbing drills as he saw the ladder, hanging down from the stars above. The shaft was so smooth it would be impossible to climb alone, which explained the lack of guards, but with the rope ladder … the aches and pains grew worse as he scrambled up, nearly falling twice before reaching the top and flopping into the open air. The shaft was half-hidden in foliage, the lid opened and latched firmly into place. Flower and her companion joined him a second later, the latter pulling back his hood to reveal Boothroyd. The ship hadn’t left!

It should have, Leo’s thoughts pointed out. If they disobeyed orders … “What—"

“We don’t have time for a chat,” Flower said, cutting him off. “We have to hurry.”

She untied the rope ladder and let it fall, then latched the lid back into place. It would hide the evidence, at least until someone searched the tubes. Leo had no idea how long it would take for the enemy to realise how they’d made their escape, but it hardly mattered. Flower gripped his arm, letting him lean on her as they started to walk. The foliage rose around them, making their path difficult to see. Leo hoped the enemy sensors weren’t good enough to pick them out against the background.

“How …?” His voice felt rusty, a strange taste staining his lips as he spoke. “How did you find me?”

“Corrupted a few people, asked a few questions,” Flower said. “Officially, Governor Brighton was seriously injured by a pirate revenge attack and his deputy has taken control, at least until the sector governor recovers.”

“Which he won’t,” Boothroyd put in.

“No,” Flower agreed. “The Deputy has declared martial law and put troops on the streets to keep the peace. Some of his backers have come out in force, but a lot of others are sitting on their hands, waiting to see who comes out on top. They’ll do as little as possible for as long as they can get away with it.”

“Charming,” Leo muttered. “Where was I?”

“An underground bunker, not mentioned in any of the official files,” Flower said, curtly. “It’s positioned under a corporate headquarters, and the main entrance is buried under the basement. Their security was quite good, too good. They were planning this for quite some time.”

“They’re planning to beg for better status,” Leo said. “How can we get back to the ship?”

“I have half a plan,” Boothroyd said. “But we need to get to the shuttle first.”

Leo looked up. The sky was dark, but he could see the first traces of the approaching dawn. Something moved in the darkness … he recalled Gayle talking about dangerous animals and shuddered, feeling naked and defenceless in his tattered uniform. Had she been lying about that too, or was she smart enough to save her lies until they really counted? He feared the latter. Gayle was smart, and a smart person would certainly realise the dangers of being caught in a simple – and easy to disprove – lie. It would certainly make it harder for anyone to believe a more important lie.

“How far is the shuttle?”

“Not that far,” Boothroyd assured him. “But we do have to move.”

Leo gritted his teeth and forced himself to keep going, despite the aches and pains. There had been demanding exercises every day at the Academy, including long runs to build up stamina. He wanted to go back in time and punch his younger self in the nose for whining about the exercise, instead of realising it was important to be fit and healthy for when the time came to escape a bunch of hunters. He wondered, suddenly, if he’d change more than just that if he could go back in time; it would save his past self a great deal of trouble, he reflected sourly, if he knew not to get involved with Fleur. But he knew himself too well to think he would’ve listened to any warning …

The sun rose slowly, banishing the cold. Sweat prickled down his back as he kept going, thoughts fading as he concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other, again and again. Flower didn’t seem particularly bothered by the walk and Boothroyd was surprisingly cheerful, although his eyes kept flickering across the skies as if he expected to see enemy aircraft hunting for them. Leo feared they’d see nothing, until the first aircar arrived. The navy had drones that were little bigger than his hand, too small to be spotted with the naked eye if they were up high enough, and he dared not assume the locals didn’t have anything comparable. The tech was hardly unique, certainly not exclusive to Daybreak. They could be being tracked right now and they wouldn’t know, at least until the enemy landed on top of them.

He zoned out for a while, concentrating solely on putting one foot in front of another. After a period of time he was never quite certain of, he nearly walked right into the shuttle as the foliage parted to reveal a clearing, and a shuttle hidden under camouflage netting. Flower opened the hatch and helped him into the tiny craft, the pilot looking up with relief as Leo stumbled into a chair. Flower ran a medical sensor over him, her face relaxing slightly as the scan revealed nothing threatening. Leo knew he’d be sore for a long time to come, but there shouldn’t be any permanent damage.

“Link to the ship, get the plan underway,” Boothroyd ordered the pilot. “Captain? Are you alright?”

“Gayle fucked us.” It was hard to get the words out, particularly to the person who had raised doubts about his girlfriend, but he had no choice. “She was working with her father all along.”

Boothroyd whistled. “And to think the worst a girl has ever done to me was to sleep with my superior officer, back in the day.”

Flower shot him a sharp look, then looked at Leo. “Told you so.”

“Yeah.” Leo conceded the point, reluctantly. “I should have paid more attention.”

He stared down at his hands as the shuttle hummed to life. Gayle had been so much like … like him. He’d thought her ambitious, he’d thought her determined to escape her confining life … how much had been a lie? She could have sided with him, or she could have taken passage to Daybreak, or even joined a merchant crew … she was smart enough to learn quickly and wealthy enough to convince a captain to put up with an untrained crewman long enough for her to learn the ropes. Hell, she could probably take the classes on Yangtze and then run … he shook his head. It just didn’t make sense. Even if she would be the power behind the throne, there would always be a certain sense of insecurity.

She’s a patriot, he reminded himself. Her homeworld might not be good to her, but it is still hers.

“We have incoming,” the pilot snapped. “Time to go.”

The shuttle lurched, then jumped into the sky. Leo gritted his teeth as the gravity field shifted, trying not to think about the orbital weapon platforms high overhead. If they were aimed at the planet, instead of deep space, it would be easy for them to pick off the shuttle before the pilot even knew his craft was under attack. There was no reason they couldn’t be retargeted … a series of dull thumps echoed through the hull as the shuttle released flares, making it harder for the enemy to get a solid lock. Leo wondered, sourly, just what was coming after them. Aircars? Jet aircraft? Hypersonic flyers? The latter would be a real problem, at least until the shuttle cleared the atmosphere. He didn’t think the locals had bought any, but it was impossible to be sure. They’d bought and deployed a small fleet!

“Missed us,” the pilot said. “We’re heading out now …”

Leo glanced at Boothroyd. “What about the weapons platforms?”

“If everything has gone according to plan, the ship should have taken out the control network,” Boothroyd said. “If not, we’re about to die.”

Leo grimaced as the gravity field twisted again, marking their departure from the planet’s gravity well. He half-expected a laser beam to blast them to dust – the enemy sensors were too good, something else that should have attracted attention – but he relaxed, slightly, as the seconds slowly turned into minutes. The enemy would not have willingly let them go, not after everything they’d done. They were safe, now they were beyond targeting range …

Unless those ships turn up, he reminded himself. What happened to them?

“We’ll be back on the ship shortly,” Flower said. “You need a doctor.”

Leo made a face. “Was there any sign of the enemy fleet?”

“Nothing,” Boothroyd said. “A handful of freighters came and went, but no warships.”

“One of those vessels could have been carrying a message,” Leo mused. “And there’s no way to be sure of just where they were going.”

He scowled, his mind racing. They’d damaged one enemy warship, but the other two should still be jump-capable. He wanted to believe they’d taken more damage than he’d thought, yet it was dangerous to assume anything of the sort and besides, the enemy had had plenty of time to make repairs. His tutors had cautioned him about believing something because he wanted to believe it, a warning that had made little sense until now. He’d let Gayle seduce him because he’d wanted to believe her … ice ran down his spine. They’d seen three light cruisers, but that didn’t mean that was all the enemy had …

The shuttle docked. Leo allowed Flower to help him to sickbay, where the doctor poked and prodded at Leo and finally pronounced him fit for duty. Leo put up with it as he tried to assess the situation, while deciding what he should say to Lieutenant Halloran. It was a difficult question. Technically, Lieutenant Halloran had disobeyed orders, but it had worked out in his favour and the navy rewarded officers who showed initiative. And besides, he had also saved Leo’s life. It would be churlish to log a formal reprimand … or enter anything into the log.

“You should be careful,” Doctor Yin said. “I purged your blood as best as I could, but there were traces of various drugs in your bloodstream and not all worked their way out of your system.”

Leo frowned. “What kind of drugs?”

“One appears to be a mild sedative, the kind of pill they give passengers who are nervous to clamber onto a shuttle,” Yin said. “The other four appear to be light interrogation drugs, all effectively useless given your immunity. My guess is that they were testing just how far your immunity went, as you don’t appear to have been given enough to have any real effect beyond sleepiness. It’s hard to be sure, of course, but they don’t seem to have pushed it as far as they could.”

“Testing to see what I could take,” Leo said. “Did they put me to sleep more than once?”

“You were a prisoner for three days,” Flower said. There was no condemnation in her voice, but that only made him feel worse. If he’d listened to her, he would have been spared much trouble. “You probably slept without being aware of it.”

“With the right regimen of drugs, that would be quite possible,” Doctor Yin added. “You should be fine now, but I’d recommend a few hours of rest before you resume command.”

Leo shook his head. The ships he’d summoned from the captured base should be arriving shortly, giving him enough mobile firepower to counterattack and unseat the new government before it took root. If he were lucky, he could get the fence-sitters to commit themselves; if not, he could use precision bombardment to take out the HQ and force the rest of the rebels to surrender. It wasn’t a very detailed plan, but it would suffice …

The shipboard alarms howled. “Captain to the bridge! I say again, Captain to the bridge!”

Leo tapped the wall-mounted terminal. “This is the captain,” he said. It felt good to say that again. “Report.”

“Sir, an enemy warship has just jumped into the system,” Lieutenant Halloran snapped. “And she’s a heavy cruiser!”


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Leo made it to the bridge in record time and practically threw himself into his chair.

The enemy vessel was obviously visible on the display, plunging towards Yangtze with clear – and deadly – intent. No one charged at a planet like that unless they had very bad intentions and aimed to carry them out without delay. Leo cursed under his breath as he assessed the situation. Bridgerton might be on that ship or he might not – there was no way to be sure unless he opened communications – but he might intend to cover his tracks by destroying the entire world. Did he want to bombard the planet, relying on the devastation to take out all the evidence? It was about the only move left to him, unless he wanted to vanish into unexplored space or change his name and take refuge on a primitive and largely isolated world. Leo didn’t want to believe it, but there were no other options. Bridgerton didn’t strike him as a man inclined to give up easily, no matter how bad the situation had become.

And Gayle might have other ideas, Leo thought. In hindsight, Gayle and he had a lot in common. Who’s really calling the shots on that ship? Gayle? Her father? Or their backers?

“She reads out as a heavily modified Titan, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran reported. “Her active sensors are a generation behind ours, and I cannot get a good read on her weapons array.”

Leo keyed his console, checking the files. The Titan class was nearly two hundred years old, but – like the earlier light cruisers – had been designed for refits and modifications to keep them current. The enemy ship might not be a match for a modern heavy cruiser – Leo was sure of it – and her weapons might not be as modern as Waterhen’s, yet she carried enough firepower to more than make up for any technical disadvantages. Leo’s heart sank as the enemy active sensors swept across his hull, leaving him feeling disturbingly naked as the enemy locked onto his hull. Cold logic told him to retreat, to concede defeat and fall back to the nearest naval base, but it would be a colossal breach of trust. Daybreak had sworn to protect the sector and he would sooner die than turn tail and run.

“Missile separation,” Lieutenant Halloran snapped. “I say again, missile separation!”

“Stand by point defence,” Leo ordered. The enemy was firing at extreme range … they’d be lucky, very lucky, if their drives lasted long enough to get the missiles into position to target Waterhen. His eyes narrowed in confusion – and alarm. If whoever was in command of that ship knew what he was doing, he had to know he was just wasting missiles … or was he? A nasty thought crossed his mind. “Confirm their target.”

Lieutenant Halloran swore out loud. “Sir, vector tracking indicates they’re targeted on the planet!”

Leo gritted his teeth. A ballistic missile had about as much chance of hitting a moving target as he had of being elected consul for the year, but the planet couldn’t evade a missile any more than it could be sure of shooting them all down before they reached the atmosphere. The bastards were holding the entire planet hostage, pinning him down … and his window for intercepting the missiles was closing rapidly. Once they burned out their drives and went ballistic, they’d be near-impossible to find until it was far too late. He had to stop them.

“Helm, move to intercept,” Leo ordered. Their time was very short. Missiles tended to randomise their vectors in the last seconds before their drives burnt out, tiny changes on an interstellar scale but more than enough to make them very difficult to locate and destroy. “Tactical, take the missiles out as quickly as possible.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said.

“And raise the planetary defences,” Leo added. He suspected the bad guys had already taken down the network from the inside, adding to the confusion Waterhen had caused during his rescue, but it had to be tried. “Tell them to go live and prepare to defend their world.”

His mind raced as Lieutenant Halloran opened fire, picking off a handful of targets. Just who – or what – were they facing? How many locals would be comfortable with the idea of nuking their own homeworld? There were worlds where ethnic hatreds had gone so far that one side would cheer, if the other side was scorched off the surface, but Yangtze was nowhere near so divided. Leo doubted the bad guys were in full control, no matter what they claimed, and even if they were their own people would hesitate to let their world be bombarded. It was insane.

“Captain, the enemy vessel is locking weapons on our hull,” Lieutenant Halloran reported, grimly. “They’re opening fire.”

“Deploy half our remaining drones,” Leo ordered. He cursed the planetary defenders under his breath. If they chose to side with him, he could use the orbital sensors to guide his fire while shutting down his own, making it harder for the enemy to track his ship. Instead, they were either out of commission or sitting on their butts, waiting to see who came out ahead. Idiots. Anyone looking at the sensor display should be able to tell their entire world was at stake. “And then add our lone sensor platform.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said.

His console beeped. “Sir, we’re picking up a message from the enemy ship.”

Leo’s eyes narrowed. “Put it through.”

He’d expected to hear Bridgerton, or Gayle. The voice, instead, was flat and atonal. Leo checked his console and cursed under his breath as the analysis program revealed it was completely inhuman, either computer-generated or simply stripped of everything that might point to a single world. Leo hadn’t expected it to be easy, but …

“Stand down your defences and the world will be spared,” the voice said, flatly. “There will be no second chances.”

Leo felt his mood darken. Waterhen was far nimbler than any heavy cruiser. She should be zipping around the enemy ship, nipping in to fire off a handful of shots and then darting away again before the enemy’s superior firepower blew her away. Instead, she was pinned down, trapped against a planet she had to cover … no matter what he did, the range to the atmosphere – and their position – would continue to fall until the enemy could hammer them from point-blank range. His mind raced, searching for options. There weren’t many … his only realistic chance, he suspected, was to ram the enemy vessel and call it a draw, something that might end badly if the remaining enemy ships showed up. There were two light cruisers that had survived the engagement at Eden largely, and the third could be repaired by a competent crew. Where were they?

And where are our ships?

He keyed his console. “Sergeant, take the assault shuttle and get control of the planetary defence grid,” he ordered. It was a desperate gamble – he had no idea if the orbital control network could be overridden from the ground, rendering the whole mission worse than useless – but it was their only hope. “Flower, broadcast to the planet. Let their crews see what’s happening up here.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Incoming missiles,” Lieutenant Halloran warned.

“Take them down,” Leo ordered, curtly. “And deploy our drones to shield us.”

“Aye, sir.”

The display updated rapidly, a handful of missile trajectories shifting as if they’d lost their targeting locks. Leo knew it wasn’t as lucky as it seemed. The planet was right behind them and any projectile that missed his ship was all too likely to hit the planet. He had no idea what sort of warheads they carried, but it hardly mattered. A missile that hit the world at a reasonable percentage of the speed of light would do immense damage, even if the warhead itself failed to detonate. The enemy had to be mad, he told himself. Or extremely – and probably unwisely – confident in their ability to trigger the self-destructs before it was too late.

It should cause a mutiny, Leo thought, as a handful of missiles vanished from the display. But who is really in command of that ship?

He checked the files. The Titan-class hadn’t enjoyed the extensive automation worked into modern vessels, but whoever had refitted her could easily have crammed hundreds of automated systems into her hull too. The navy’s projections suggested the ship could be operated, reasonably safely, with fifty crewmen, although if the vessel took heavy damage the lack of manpower would slow damage control to the point of near uselessness. He wished yet again for a proper analysis deck as he studied the sensor reports, trying to determine just how many missile tubes and energy weapons had been crammed into her hull. She was nowhere near as fast as a modern ship, unless she was deliberately concealing her full capabilities, but it hardly mattered. Her commander had pinned him down. And that meant it was just a matter of time until Waterhen, and the world behind her, took a devastating hit.

“The enemy is firing again,” Lieutenant Halloran reported. “They’re closing the range.”

Leo nodded. The closer the enemy ship, the faster the incoming missiles and the greater the chance of a hit. Or a warhead striking the planet itself. His mind raced, considering options, but there were none.


Or were there …?

The display updated, the planetary defences going active. Leo eyed them warily. The commanders might have seen sense, or Boothroyd had knocked them out and taken control himself, or … or they might be about to stab him in the back. They’d have to be absolutely insane to blast the one vessel trying to save their world, but right now he wouldn’t care to gamble against it. The active sensors swept space with an intensity that betrayed their position to any watching eyes, a handful of gaps – caused by the rescue mission – all too visible. If the enemy wanted to hit the world itself, they’d have no trouble plotting precisely where to aim their weapons.

“Captain, I have a direct link from the orbital command net,” Lieutenant Halloran reported. “Sergeant Boothroyd has taken control.”

“Order him to cover the planet,” Leo snapped. The enemy were committed – and unless they were idiots they would have planned for the planetary defences switching sides – and that meant he had only a very short window of opportunity. “Helm, attack pattern delta. Tactical, bring up the phaser array, prepare to engage.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo leaned forward, bracing himself as Waterhen wheeled about and charged the enemy ship. Lieutenant Halloran tapped his console, unleashing a salvo of missiles and following up with a hail of electromagnetic distortion that might – might – confuse the enemy long enough to let them close enough to do real damage. The enemy ship seemed to explode on the display – Leo knew better than to think she really had destroyed herself – trying to make up for her targeting problems by filling space with missiles and plasma pulses. Leo cautioned himself to be careful as the range closed sharply. There was a very good chance that whoever had refitted her had crammed phaser arrays into her hull. She certainly had the power reserves to fire them repeatedly …

“Evasive action,” he ordered, as two phaser blasts shot past his ship. There was no advance warning, not even the energy emissions he’d used to bluff the enemy in the previous engagement. “Tactical, fire at will!”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. The lights dimmed as he fired the phasers. “Firing …”

Waterhen rang like a bell. Leo cursed, gripping his chair as his ship was sent spinning helplessly through space. The gravity flickered … Leo braced himself, even though he knew it was pointless. If the compensators failed, they’d be dead before they knew what had hit them. Alarms howled, a fraction of a second too late, as Abigail fought for control. The drive field flickered and failed, only to reboot a second later. Leo breathed a sigh of relief as their flight path steadied, then cursed again as the enemy ship opened fire. They were in no state to evade or shoot down another salvo.

He keyed his console. “Damage report!”

“Direct hit, upper hull,” Harris snapped. “The upper weapons array is gone … we’re lucky we got the shot off before they hit us, or the secondary explosions would probably have torn the ship apart. We have multiple hull breaches underneath … I’ve got damage control teams on the way, but I have no idea how long it’ll take to patch the hulls or check the superstructure. The internal monitoring network in that sector is offline.”

Which tells us things we don’t want to know about just how badly damaged we are, Leo thought, coldly. The enemy ship was altering course, coming after them. He had no idea if they thought Waterhen was vulnerable now, or if they thought Leo would decide honour was satisfied and jump out, but it didn’t matter. We might not be able to run even if we wanted to.

“Captain, we damaged her forward hull,” Lieutenant Halloran reported. “But she’s already got the venting under control.”

Leo nodded, cursing inwardly. The enemy ship wasn’t crewed by pirates. Her captain knew what he was doing and her crew were well-trained. The shot would probably have taken out a pirate ship, or at least convinced her crew to withdraw before the next shot finished the job, but a naval crew would patch up the damage and keep fighting. He had no idea if the enemy had damage control parties fixing the mess, or if they’d merely sealed the hatches to keep the rest of the atmosphere in place, yet … he shook his head. They’d probably be able to do a great deal of damage if they shot into the gash in the enemy hull, but any captain worthy of the name would do everything in his power to ensure they never got anywhere near the hull breach. And besides, they’d lost their upper phasers.

“Channel power to point defence,” he ordered. The jump drive wasn’t offline, according to what remained of the internal network, but he doubted it could be trusted. They might make one jump, if they were lucky, and then … there was a very real chance the drive would fail, leaving them stranded in interstellar space. Hell, so close to the planet, the jump might as well be random. They could wind up anywhere, from Earth to Andromeda to the heart of a star … “And prepare to bring us about.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo watched, grimly, as the enemy ship opened fire again. Waterhen was spinning back towards the planet, gambling the planetary defences would cover her rather than putting a knife in her back, but there wasn’t enough orbital firepower to cover the ship for long. The enemy ship could keep closing the range, eventually forcing an energy weapons’ duel Waterhen could only lose, or simply hurl missile after missile at the planet until one got through the defences and struck the surface. Or … the enemy ship could be preparing mass drivers and rail guns, targeting orbital weapons platforms when they opened fire and taking them out with fast, near-undetectable projectiles. It was standard procedure, laid down in tactical manuals that predated Daybreak. The defenders should be constantly altering position to prevent someone from doing just that, but with all the confusion … he had a nasty feeling it wasn’t being done. The defences wouldn’t last once the enemy ship started targeting them specifically.

Ice ran down his spine. There was only one option left. Just one.

“Helm, bring us about,” he ordered. A low groan ran through the hull as a drive node came back online, the gravity shifting oddly in a manner that left him feeling uncomfortable. “Prepare for ramming speed.”

Abigail gulped. “Aye, sir.”

Leo gritted his teeth and told himself, firmly, there was no other choice. The fight was increasingly one-sided, and the moment their luck ran out they’d be blown away. The planet would be bombarded immediately afterwards, giving Bridgerton his one chance to salvage something – anything – from the disaster. No doubt he intended to blame everything on the pirates, and credit his militia with driving them off … or, perhaps just as likely, his backers intended to scorch the world to cover their tracks. Their plan had failed, revealing their existence. Daybreak would find them, unless they made damn sure nothing was left for investigators to find. And the only hope of taking that ship out was ramming her.

“Prepare to shift the drive to ludicrous speed,” Leo ordered. It was an old joke, one that dated back to pre-space days, but … he hoped, grimly, the drives could sustain the burst of speed long enough to strike their target. The enemy wouldn’t have time to react, let alone open fire, before Waterhen smashed straight into their ship, vaporising both vessels. “And …”

He felt himself hesitate. He was barely twenty … was this how he was going to die? Perhaps it was what he deserved, after letting his little head get him in trouble time and time again. His crew … they were going to die with him, mostly because the navy had put them under Captain Archibald’s command and Leo had inherited them when the vessel’s captain had decided to abdicate his responsibilities. And … he closed his eyes for a long moment. The navy would probably honour him after he was safely dead. Who knew? Perhaps Valerian would get a medal for his foresight in assigning Leo to Waterhen. Leo couldn’t help smiling at the thought. The Deputy Commandant had played a poor hand very well and deserved his victory.

“Helm …”

“Captain,” Lieutenant Halloran snapped. “Incoming ships!”

Leo swore. Were they about to die for nothing?

“Captain,” Lieutenant Halloran added. “They’re ours!”


Chapter Thirty-Nine

“Belay the order for ludicrous speed,” Leo ordered, as the incoming ships lit up the tactical display. The timing could have been better, but it could have been worse too. “Tactical, try to put a command datanet together.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo leaned forward, torn between excitement and fear. The largest ship in the makeshift squadron was a light cruiser, but her refits hadn’t been enough to allow her to fly and fight without an oversized crew. He wasn’t even sure how many energy weapons or missile tubes had been crammed into her hull, or how many missiles she could actually fire. The pirates were reluctant to risk destroying their prizes, and their backers were equally reluctant to risk giving the pirates something that could be used against them, which meant there was a very good chance the light cruiser was nowhere near as dangerous as she looked. The remaining ships were a mixture of destroyers, frigates, patrol boats and converted freighters, the latter unlikely to pose any real threat to anything that could shoot back. The situation was no longer disastrous, but victory was still uncertain.

“Signal the enemy ship,” he added, after a moment. “Offer to accept surrender, on terms.”

He waited, hoping the enemy would accept the offer and – at the same time – all too aware they would probably refuse, perhaps without even bothering to reply. They might not expect him to keep his word and even if he did, Daybreak might refuse to honour whatever agreement Leo made. And even if they did, inspecting the remains of the heavy cruiser might reveal precisely who had refitted her and crewed her. The crew would be offered every inducement possible – and Daybreak could offer a hell of a lot – in exchange for a full confession. His lips twisted in grim amusement. Ironically, it was the enemy ship that was now pinned down. She had to destroy the planet to cover her tracks and that meant she had to engage his makeshift squadron, rather than departing as fast as possible. It wasn’t as if Leo could chase her down, if the other ship jumped out and ran.

“No response, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran reported. “She’s sweeping the squadron with tactical sensors.”

“Pass targeting data to the squadron, and order the ships to attack,” Leo said. The enemy vessel was immensely powerful, compared to his fleet, but she’d have trouble defending herself from attacks that were coming at her from all directions at once. “Helm, take us up to join the fleet.”

“Aye, Captain.”

The display sparkled with red light. The enemy commander had gotten over his shock, Leo noted coldly, and picked out the most likely threat, unloading an entire barrage of missiles on the light cruiser. Leo knew he should be pleased – every missile that was wasted on a single ship was one that couldn’t be fired at him – but he knew it was almost certain to blow the light cruiser to dust. The rest of the fleet spread out around the enemy cruiser and opened fire, hurling missiles at long range and then closing to strike with energy weapons. The heavy cruiser returned fire, targeting the smaller ships as they closed. Leo gritted his teeth as a patrol boat hesitated a fraction of a second too long, only to be sliced in half by phasers before she could dodge enemy fire. The heavy cruiser moved rapidly to the next target, keeping the formation loose and confused. Leo had to admire their skill. The only real threat to the ship was massed missile fire from a dozen different vessels at once, and as long as they kept the formation scattered it wasn’t going to happen.

“Helm, prepare for attack pattern gamma,” Leo ordered, as the range closed rapidly. “Tactical, pull as many ships as possible into the attack formation, target their weapons and sensor nodes.”

He keyed his console. “Engineering, can you divert power to the lower phaser array?”

“Only a trickle,” Harris reported. “The internal power distribution net has been crippled. I can’t charge the phasers rapidly without drawing power from everywhere else!”

“Charge them as quickly as possible,” Leo ordered, curtly. He’d thought the refits would last as long as the ship herself. Clearly, he’d been wrong. He made a mental note to insist on additional redundancy next time, if Waterhen ever saw a shipyard again. It was probably futile – there were limits to how much redundancy they could build into their hull – but he owed it to his ship, and his crew, to try. “We’re going to need them.”

“Sir, I have seventeen ships ready to attack,” Lieutenant Halloran reported. “Your orders?”

“Helm, attack pattern gamma,” Leo ordered. “Tactical, fire at will.”

He gritted his teeth as the range closed sharply. The pirate ships weren’t heavily armed, not compared to a proper warship. Their crews really didn’t want to blow their targets away, which meant their weapons weren’t designed to punch through heavy armour and dig deep into the victim’s hull. Any sort of major damage could easily set off a chain reaction or, just as bad for the pirates, ruin the ship’s drives or destroy her cargo. They might as well have been shooting spitballs at the heavy cruiser, for all the damage they’d do to her armour. But if they could cripple her weapons and sensors …

“Firing now,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “She’s returning fire.”

“Evasive pattern,” Leo ordered. “If you can pick out their phaser arrays, hit them!”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “I have one …”

The display bleeped an alarm. Leo cursed as two captured vessels vanished in quick succession, a third spinning helplessly out of formation. The prize crew was infinitely more capable than the pirates – the bar wasn’t set very high – but they’d only had a few weeks to make up for years, perhaps decades, of indifferent maintenance and careless handling. The internal network had clearly failed, the hatches refusing to slam closed when the hull was breached … Leo hoped to hell the crew had been in suits. They’d have a chance to survive if they were, assuming the battle was won. He was pretty sure the pirate ship didn’t have lifepods, and even if she did the heavy cruiser might blow them out of space. It was a war crime, but the enemy had already crossed that line. There would be no mercy after they’d threatened to bombard the planet itself.

“We did some damage,” Lieutenant Halloran reported. “Their sensor network appears to be weakened …”

“Bring us about for another run,” Leo ordered. The enemy vessel was rolling over, trying to bring her main batteries to bear. Her sensors too, probably. Leo’s makeshift squadron could draw targeting data from each other, and the planetary defences, but the heavy cruiser was alone. Or was she? The three enemy light cruisers were missing … where were they? For that matter, it was possible she could draw targeting data from the planetary defences too. She might well have the right access codes. “Prepare to engage …”

He broke off as the light cruiser – his light cruiser – jumped dangerously close to the enemy ship, leaving the missiles that had been trying to kill her plunging uselessly into interstellar space. The enemy ship seemed to flinch, then opened fire with everything she had … Leo snapped orders to begin the attack run, targeting the weapons emplacements that had revealed themselves. Too late. The light cruiser was hit in a dozen places, then torn apart in a series of explosions as she tried to ram the heavy cruiser amidships. There were no survivors.

“Shit,” Leo muttered. The heavy cruiser was picking up speed now, and – worse – the planetary network was starting to fail. His earlier thoughts returned to mock him. It looked as if the enemy were picking off the automated defences one by one, sniping from a safe distance as they revealed themselves. “Tactical, signal the fleet to regroup on the flag and …”

Alarms howled. “Sir, we have two incoming starships,” Lieutenant Halloran snapped. “No IFF codes; power signatures match the light cruisers we faced earlier. They’re moving to flank the heavy cruiser.”

“Order the fleet to prepare for another attack run,” Leo ordered. The light cruisers didn’t add that much firepower to the enemy formation, but their point defence would make it a great deal harder for his ships to wear down the heavy cruiser. And their shipboard weapons could tear through the patrol boats effortlessly, if they scored hits. “Target the heavy cruiser.”

He gritted his teeth in frustration. A regular engagement with a regular battle squadron would generally start with eliminating the outflanking starships, cutting down the point defence protecting the heaver warships. He didn’t have a regular battle squadron and it was the heavy cruiser that posed the greatest threat to the planet, allowing him to eke out a victory if he managed to take her out. But ignoring the light cruisers would give them the freedom they needed to inflict horrendous damage on his ships … he wondered, suddenly, if they could prep a pirate vessel to ram and slam her into the heavy cruiser, forcing the light cruisers to withdraw or die for nothing. There was no time …

“Tactical,” he ordered. “Begin the attack.”

The enemy fleet opened fire, their missile tubes switching to sprint mode as the range closed sharply. Leo had a brief impression of the light cruisers moving to shield their bigger brother, a moment before both craft started firing their energy weapons too. The range was a little extreme, and regular warships would have been undamaged, but he had to admit the tactic might just pay off. The pirate ships were in poor condition. Even an underpowered shot might do real damage.

Waterhen returned fire, slamming shot after shot into the enemy hull. Leo grimaced as most of the shots exploded uselessly, even though a handful wiped out sensor nodes or weapons emplacements. The enemy ships redoubled their fire as the range narrowed, taking out five smaller vessels and sending a destroyer stumbling away from the battlefield. They launched a missile after her, vaporising her hull before the crew could get the jump drive back online and run. Leo cursed under his breath as another destroyer rammed a light cruiser, both ships vanishing inside a ball of expanding plasma. He was starting to think they’d need to ram the heavy cruiser anyway, just to save Yangtze …

“Sir,” Lieutenant Halloran reported. “The enemy ships are picking up speed.”

Leo nodded. He had to admire their single-mindedness. If they scorched Yangtze, they might just cover their tracks. The range was narrowing rapidly, and the planetary defences were getting worn down … Leo had hoped they’d be able to take a bite out of the enemy ship, weakening her enough to give the planetary defences a chance, but they hadn’t come remotely close to the point he could break contact with a clear conscience. The ship would keep closing the range until they could open fire …

A crazy idea ran through his mind. It would be chancy, but it might just work.

“Order the formation to prepare for a final attack run,” he said. He’d captured twenty-four ships and his crews had gotten twenty-one into working order … now, he was down to five and his plans to patrol the spacelanes lay in ruins. So did much of his ship. “Engineering, how do we stand with phasers?”

“I can give you half-power,” Harris said. “But the array is damaged. They’ll see us coming …”

“I’m counting on it,” Leo said. The enemy was smart. They probably knew to learn from their own experiences. “Tactical, on my command, the formation is to attack the surviving light cruiser and pin her down. Take her out if possible, but pin her down ... until I give the order for retreat. At that point, they are to jump back to orbit.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said.

Leo keyed his console, sending a set of specific flight plans to Abigail. The plan might work … if the enemy thought they were bluffing. Would they? Leo wished, not for the first time, that he knew who was in command of the enemy ship. Bridgerton himself? Gayle? Someone he’d never met? Gayle was no naval officer and her father was even less so, but she was smart and capable and she’d pulled the wool over his eyes very neatly. He groaned inwardly, wondering if it would be better if he didn’t survive the battle. No matter the outcome, the navy would not be impressed by how he’d let himself be duped. Anyone who knew what had happened between him and Fleur would be even less so.

“Tactical, order the formation to begin the attack,” Leo said. “Helm, drop us into attack formation and take us in.”

“Aye, sir.”

Leo braced himself. The timing needed to be precise. They had to let the enemy know they were coming in time for them to react, but not in time for them to think … they had to act as if they were trying to run, taking one last shot at the heavy cruiser before they abandoned Yangtze to her fate. Would the enemy buy it? He counted down the seconds as the range closed, cursing as another icon vanished from the display. It was so bloodless, compared to the cold reality of death. A handful of crew, volunteers all, had just been vaporised. Their bodies would never be found.

“Tactical, give the signal to retreat,” Leo ordered, quietly. “And then bring the phasers online.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “They’re moving to block us …”

Leo grinned, savagely. One way or the other, the enemy ship was going to know she’d been kissed. “Fire phasers!”

The lights dimmed again as phaser beams stabbed into the enemy hull, tearing gashes in the armour even as Waterhen altered course sharply to avoid a collision. The enemy knew Leo had bluffed them earlier, at Eden, and they’d assumed he was bluffing them again … wrong. Dead wrong. Lieutenant Halloran didn’t wait for orders, firing the last of Waterhen’s missiles into the enemy hull at point-blank range. The missiles slipped through the gash in the hull and detonated inside the ship. Leo heard Lieutenant Halloran whoop as the heavy cruiser staggered, her innards ripped to shreds, and exploded. He was tempted to cheer as well. Taking out a heavy cruiser with an outdated destroyer … that had to be one for the record books.

“Sir, the remaining enemy ship has jumped out,” Lieutenant Halloran reported. “I think we won.”

Leo nodded, slowly. The light cruiser wasn’t a major threat on her own … and if she were crewed by Bridgerton’s backers, the odds were good she’d withdrawn completely rather than risk hanging around the system any longer, waiting for a chance to snipe at him. He reminded himself, sharply, that there was no solid evidence Bridgerton had been onboard the heavy cruiser, although if he had intended to blast his own homeworld into rubble … he felt his mood darken as he realised there was also no proof that Gayle was dead. She might be down on the planet, all too aware her father’s plan had failed and now she was hopelessly compromised, or she might have been on the heavy cruiser … or the ship that had escaped. Leo wanted to believe she was dead, that he would never have to face her again, and yet his instincts insisted Gayle was too smart to have been on the ship when he’d taken her out. Gayle knew him … and she might expect him to ram the heavy cruiser, rather than surrender or retreat.

He let his breath out slowly. It was quite possible he would never know.

“Helm, take us back to the planet,” he ordered. “Tactical, open a wide-beam channel.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “Channel open.”

Leo took a breath, organising his thoughts. “Citizens of Yangtze, this is Captain Leo Morningstar of the Daybreak Navy. You have been cruelly betrayed by Hari Bridgerton, who funded pirates and commanded an assault on your world to empower himself and, when it became clear his plan would not succeed, attempted to destroy your world instead. His ship has been destroyed, and he may well be dead. To those of you who joined him, I offer this one chance to surrender and save your lives; to those of you who sat on the sidelines, or simply didn’t know what was happening, I offer you this chance to overthrow the remnants of his conspiracy, liberate Governor Brighton and put this whole unfortunate affair behind you.”

He paused, letting the words hang in the air. “If you refuse to do so, I will take whatever steps I must to liberate the governor and restore order.”

There was a second pause. Leo hoped the planet would listen. Daybreak would tolerate much, but not an all-out revolution. If he had to take steps … he was authorised to do whatever he must, up to and including planetary bombardment. And that would be just as bad as whatever Bridgerton had intended to do. He prayed, silently, that the governor was still alive. Daybreak would expect him to avenge the man’s death, if he’d been murdered …

“Choose wisely,” he finished. “There will be no second chances.”

He drew a finger across his throat, signalling for Lieutenant Halloran to close the channel. The enemy had said the same thing – it felt like hours ago – and it brought memories of Bridgerton’s attempt to convince Leo to join him bubbling up. They were not the same and yet … Leo shook his head. They weren’t.

“Contact Sergeant Boothroyd,” he ordered. Hopefully, the remnants of the coup plotters would surrender without further ado. They had to know they’d lost – and their leader had intended to scorch the entire world, murdering millions to cover his tracks. “If the planet refuses to act properly, we will have to act ourselves.”

“Aye, sir.”


Chapter Forty

“This is going to destroy my career,” Governor Brighton said. “I’ll be lucky if I get to see out my term.”

Leo kept his thoughts to himself as they sat in the office in the planetary defence centre. Government House had been recaptured quickly, after the people had come out onto the streets and the neutrals had declared their loyalty to Daybreak, but half the servants had been compromised and the other half had vanished. Governor Brighton would have to pour his own coffee from now on, at least until a new batch of servants could be vetted and allowed to serve in the mansion. They weren’t the only compromised people around, Leo knew: there were too many noblemen and officials in important places that might be swearing loyalty enthusiastically, but simply couldn’t be trusted. Who knew what they might do if Gayle was still out there?

“On the plus side, your investigation did reveal the plot,” Leo pointed out. He couldn’t disagree with the governor’s assessment of his chances, but the man had tried to do the right thing. It had been too late to save himself from an uncomfortable imprisonment … his superiors might see the matter his way, if they were pressed. “And the plotters did lose.”

He scowled. “Are we sure that Bridgerton is dead?”

“No,” Governor Brighton said, crossly. “The last reports do say he was en route to board a starship, but there’s no way to be sure he was on the heavy cruiser when you killed it. Gayle, too, was supposed to be on the way offworld, yet”- he shook his head – “we may never know for sure. The reports of missing freighters are not reassuring.”

Leo couldn’t disagree. Bridgerton’s corporations had loaded a dozen freighters with billions upon billions of credits worth of cargo, from starship components to machine tools and datacores that were meant to be heavily restricted. They’d looted the naval supply depot and transferred much of the materiel to their freighters, before the ships had jumped out of the system and vanished. Leo had half-expected them to attack the former pirate base, in a bid to recover the prisoners before they could be interrogated, but a hasty mission back to the asteroid had revealed the naval crew there had been left unmolested. Leo didn’t like the implications – the plotters had stolen enough materiel to keep a pirate gang going for years – and his instincts kept insisting Gayle couldn’t possibly be dead. She couldn’t die that easily. And who knew what she was doing, out amongst the stars?

“We also haven’t located any trace of their backers, assuming they even had backers,” the governor continued. “The handful of senior plotters we caught knew nothing about the naval side of the plot, and apparently assumed the starships were purchased on the open market. That might actually be true, although … it certainly shouldn’t be. I imagine investigators will be following up as a matter of urgency, trying to see if they can locate the source.”

“We’ll be lucky,” Leo said, darkly. The heavy cruiser and her smaller companions would have passed through so many hands, with records altered or simply destroyed, that it would be difficult to figure out who had refitted the ship or supplied her to the plotters. For all he knew, the vessel had never been on the books, or had been reported decommissioned and sent to the breakers … it was possible, although unlikely, that she’d even been reported destroyed in combat. “But as long as they no longer have someone willing to commit suicide on their behalf, it’s quite likely they’ll pull in their horns for a few years.”

“I hope so,” Governor Brighton agreed. “For what it’s worth, my report credits you with uncovering the plot and defeating it. My failure will not taint you.”

Leo wasn’t so sure. There had been no hiding the simple truth that Gayle had betrayed him, that she’d pulled the wool over his eyes so completely he’d never realised how badly she’d tricked him until it was far too late. She’d played to his preconceptions and manipulated him perfectly … he scowled inwardly, dreading the inevitable moment when Daybreak would summon him home to account for himself. He might have done well – he knew he had – but he had enemies back home, as well as allies. It had been months since he’d heard anything from his patron. For all he knew, Grand Senator Sullivan had been convinced to let Leo sink or swim on his own.

“The sooner we resume patrols, the better,” he said. Waterhen had been patched up as best as they could, without a shipyard, and he’d laid claim to a handful of freighters that could be converted into Q-Ships, but he was uneasily aware there were too many vulnerable starships and planets out there, open to attack. “We cannot let this slow us down.”

“No,” the governor agreed. “But until we receive reinforcements …”

He paused. “I didn’t see anything wrong with Captain Archibald when I read his file,” he added, after a moment. “I was offended when I was confronted with a mere Lieutenant-Commander. But … it worked out, better than I had a right to expect. You did well, and my report to the navy will express that in the strongest possible terms.”

“Thank you, sir,” Leo said. The governor’s patronage was a decidedly double-edged sword – his career would be in deep trouble, once the news reached Daybreak – but he needed as many high-ranking officials in his corner as possible. “And with your permission, I will return to my ship.”

“Of course, of course,” the governor said. “And thank you, once again.”

Leo nodded, then turned and left the room. The plotters must have rejoiced when they’d read Captain Archibald’s file, assuming they’d had the insight to read between the lines and realise he was about as suited for a naval career as Leo was for the priesthood. Leo could just imagine the wretched man parking his ship in orbit and spending all his time on the surface, while the plotters slowly – but surely – drew their plans against him. Perhaps they’d wonder if they were being tricked, he mused, or perhaps they’d just take advantage of the opportunity to seize Waterhen rather than destroy her. A man so careless might just be fool enough to let a boarding party onto his ship, particularly if it consisted of bare-breasted women. It was the stuff of bad movies, but it might just work.

“Hey,” Flower said, breaking into his thoughts. “How did it go?”

“It could have gone worse,” Leo said. “Did you learn anything?”

Flower fell into step beside him as they made their way to the spaceport. “The interrogations drew a blank,” she said. “Most of the senior plotters were lynched by their own people; a couple died by their own hand. The survivors are largely all junior personnel, very few having any idea of what was really going on until it was too late. Some may even be able to claim they were harshly judged, afterwards.”

“After they do their decade of hard labour,” Leo growled. He’d intended to make certain the plotters went to the nearest penal world, but he’d changed his mind when he realised most of the survivors hadn’t known what their superiors intended. They still deserved punishment – and his superiors would have overridden him if he’d been too lenient – and yet they didn’t deserve a life sentence. “Are we sure they were innocent?”

“The more people involved in the plot, the greater the chance of someone leaking,” Flower said. “I don’t believe any of the survivors know anything more than they’ve already told us.”

Leo nodded, curtly. “And the rest?”

“The Bridgerton Mansion was burned to the ground, the fire starting immediately after the heavy cruiser was destroyed,” Flower said. “We recovered a handful of bodies, nearly all identified – with varying levels of certainty – as servants. A number of other people should have been in the mansion, but either their bodies were destroyed so completely we couldn’t locate even a single trace or they simply weren’t there at all. We may never know for sure.”

She paused. “And, of course, Gayle may still be alive.”

“I know,” Leo said. “And if she is …”

Flower elbowed him. “If she is, try to think with your big head instead of the little one.”

“Yeah,” Leo said. It was hard to think of anything other than shooting her, but he knew his duty. “Take her into custody, get some answers out of her … and then shoot her.”

“Quite,” Flower agreed. They reached the spaceport and passed through the gates, heading to the shuttle. “Are you glad you came out here?”

“I wasn’t really given a choice,” Leo said. “But yes, I’m glad I came out here.”

He allowed himself a smile. It was funny, now, how he could look back at everything that had happened and laugh. Fleur had been fun, but the relationship could never have lasted … and, ironically, it had ended in a way that had given him command authority and responsibility far earlier than he could have hoped. His lips twisted in dark amusement. Valerian’s career would be boosted too, in a backhanded manner he would owe to Leo … Leo wondered, idly, if the older man would be grateful, or if he would grouse about throwing Leo into a cesspit and watching helplessly as he climbed out covered in diamonds. It would certainly be an ironic end to a determined attempt to sink Leo’s career once and for all.

Perhaps he should have ignored the whole affair, he thought, as they scrambled into the shuttlecraft. But whatever that did to me, it would have left the people out here hopelessly vulnerable.

The thought comforted him as he returned to the bridge and commanded Waterhen to lead the next convoy out of orbit, starting their trip to the captured pirate base and then to Ingalls. The mining colony would get a vast number of pirate prisoners to work to death, as well as a certain degree of independence from distant corporate masters. Leo suspected the planet would eventually be completely free, or at least as free as any other world within the sector, but there was no way to be sure. Bridgerton had taken out vast loans to fund his endeavours and the investigators had barely scratched the surface of who owned what, let alone what needed to be sold to pay his debts and what could be held in trust for his heirs … assuming he had any left. His will settled everything on Gayle’s future husband, when that worthy put in an appearance. Leo suspected the poor man had been very lucky. Gayle would have completely dominated him, in a manner so subtle he might never have realised he was under her control. Or perhaps he would have been smart enough to play the role of figurehead, while letting her make all the real decisions. Leo doubted it, but who knew? Gayle had been an uncommon woman on Yangtze. Her husband would need to be an equally uncommon man.

And she’s still out there somewhere, Leo thought. His certainty Gayle was still alive defied logic and reason, as Flower had pointed out, but it was impossible to shake himself of the conviction they’d see each other again. There will be one final confrontation between us, before the matter is truly settled.

The days turned into weeks and then months, Leo and his crew alternating between convoy escort missions and hunting down individual pirate ships. There were fewer of those than he’d expected, a reflection of their success with Q-Ships or, perhaps just as likely, a sign that without outside funding the pirate networks were slowly drying up and dying. Leo didn’t know which was the right answer and he didn’t care, as long as the pirates were going away. A slow and steady approach to the problem had paid dividends … he smiled tiredly as they completed their final jump, returning to Yangtze. The prospect of a few days of leave had enlivened the crew …

“Captain,” Lieutenant Halloran said. “I’m picking up seven warships, holding position near the planet!”

Leo sucked in his breath. They hadn’t identified whoever had backed the plotters – and he was starting to fear they never would. Had they finally made a move? Or …?

“ID?”

“RSS Pompey,” Lieutenant Halloran reported. The remainder of the squadron was quickly identified. “Commodore Alexander Blackthrone in command.”

Leo felt his blood run cold. Oh, shit.

End of Book One

Leo Morningstar Will Return In:

Borrowed Glory

Coming Soon.


Afterword

I hope we may be able sooner or later to federate, to bring together, all these great dependencies of the British Empire into one supreme and Imperial Parliament, so that they should be all units of one body, that one should feel what the others feel, that all should be equally responsible, that all should have a share in the welfare and sympathize with the welfare of every part. That is what I hope, but there is very little hope for it if you weaken the ties which now bind the central portion of the Empire together.

-Joseph Chamberlain (8 July 1886).

The sun never sets on the British Empire because the British Empire is in the east and the sun sets in the west.

-Unknown British Schoolboy

There is a Malaysian joke - or at least I first heard it in Malaysia - that basically runs “the British conquered a quarter of the world for spices, and then never bothered to use any of them.” It isn’t particularly true, as most traditional British cuisine involves bringing out the flavours of the meat and vegetables rather than covering them in spices, but it does speak to the goals of many of the men who built the British Empire. They were not, at least at first, motivated by ideology; they were hard and ruthless men, often more interested in profit than religion or conquering land for the sake of conquest. Their conquests were often, as the saying went, “acquired in an absence of mind;” they did not seek open conquest, but often found themselves dragged into native conflicts, competition with other powers (such as the Great Game with Russia), and other problems that forced them to put their empire on a steady footing.

This was astonishingly successful. The British Empire in India, for example, could not have survived without the enthusiastic support, or at least tacit willingness to tolerate its existence, of vast numbers of Indians. This worked, at least in part, because the British created institutions as well as simply exploiting India; the British brought the benefits of law and order, if very much slanted in their favour, and provided employment for vast numbers of Indians. The British Indian Army was one of the larger employers in the subcontinent, ruled by men who respected their soldiers, spoke their language, and made a big show of sharing the dangers they faced on the battlefield. Ironically, the British also trained the lawyers who would eventually become the leaders of the Indian independence movement, and India’s first rulers after the British Raj hauled down the flag for the last time. In a sense, the British Empire succeeded a little too well.

And it may surprise you to realise that it took me a long time to realise that the Empire had even existed.

I got into history through studying the Second World War, and there was nothing odd - to my young eyes - in the presence of British troops on the Indian subcontinent. India was an ally against Imperial Japan, as far as I knew, and the idea it had once been ruled by Britain seemed insane. It was not until I dug further into history that I realised Britain had indeed had once been an Empire, one that had largely been excised from our collective historical awareness. The British Empire is, to the modern British, as anachronistic as the Roman Republic to the current state of Italy. A part of history, true, but not one that has much bearing on our daily lives. Unlike the United States, which cannot escape the shadow of the Confederate States of America and the failed reconstruction, Britain has moved on and left the Empire in a historical twilight that encompasses such parts of history as Henry II’s Angevin Empire, something that may be as fantastical as King Arthur and Merlin. This has unusual political implications: the occasionally voiced demand for British reparations to India collides headlong with the historical amnesia, and the simple question of just what this has to do with modern Britain.

Part of the issue, if you ask me, is that social attitudes in the imperial period were very different. A cursory look at the history of the British Empire, such as Laurence James’s magnificent historical overview The Rise And Fall Of The British Empire displays social attitudes, include a conviction that the Empire was unquestionably right, that are very alien today. It is hard to believe that I have anything in common with the men who built the British Empire, and they would certainly feel the same way. This is true of most other empires throughout history. They rest on a lust for gold, glory, religious conformity, and many other desires that are largely unknown in modern-day Europe. This absence makes it harder to comprehend the imperial ambitions of Vladimir Putin, or China’s desire to control - directly or indirectly - the nations orbiting the middle kingdom, or the willingness of terrorists to die for what they believe, as well as committing the most appalling atrocities, for a cause we cannot help but regard as absurd. Indeed, this historical amnesia makes it harder to recognise that sometimes we must take harsh action to prevent a greater disaster. The decision to outlaw widow burning in British India was very definitely cultural imperialism, yet I defy anyone to argue that the practice should have been condoned. Many of the troubles bedevilling Europe today could have been nipped in the bud, if our politicians had the nerve and attitudes of Charles James Napier (then Commander-in-Chief of British forces in India):

“Be it so. This burning of widows is your custom; prepare the funeral pile. But my nation has also a custom. When men burn women alive we hang them, and confiscate all their property. My carpenters shall therefore erect gibbets on which to hang all concerned when the widow is consumed. Let us all act according to national customs.”

This book had its genesis in reflecting on the early imperial periods, from Ancient Rome and China to the Spanish Conquistadors, the European scramble for Empire (and their expansion into what was effectively a power vacuum in the Indian subcontinent, Africa, and even the Ottoman Empire), and just what sort of attitudes drove that expansion. The early empires were firmly based on the ‘might does not make right, but it does determine what happens’ principle, to the point that both Rome and China faced monumental uprisings that forced them to tone down their exploitation and put their empires on a steadier footing. Later empires came up with all kinds of justifications for explaining that their rule was right and just, explanations that made sense to themselves but in the modern day come across as insane troll logic. The ‘Indians’ of the Caribbean are supposed to have remarked, upon being told that the Pope had deeded the land to Spain, that the Holy Father had indeed been generous with other people’s property. It is hard to disagree that they had a point.

I asked myself what kind of attitudes would build an empire in space, one that was not declining - as in some of my other works - but still in the early expansion phase, when everything appeared rosy and the downsides of amassing a huge empire, populated by people increasingly angry and resentful at their treatments, have yet to manifest themselves. What sort of conditions would be required to make such an empire practical? I have a feeling that much of the historical amnesia surrounding the British Empire owes much to the fact it is difficult to imagine how an island nation as small as Britain could possibly have held much of the world in bondage. India, Australia, Canada and much of the African colonies are larger than Britain itself, raising the issue of just how Britain got away with it for so long. The answer was obvious: on one hand, a star nation could and would use an ideology supporting the unification of the human race (which would serve as justification for expansion and exploitation); on the other, the Empire will be expanding into a region devastated, and severely weakened, by interstellar war. This would add a secondary justification for empire: the interstellar war had been so devastating, and this was unquestionably true, that anything would seem preferable.

And so the Daybreak Republic - and de facto Empire - was born.

The story you have just finished, unless you have skipped to the afterword, is the start of a whole new universe. The series will follow Leo through challenges that tear at the heart of his star nation, that will force him to fight for everything he loves, and make some hard decisions about the future of his world as he finds himself unable to deny the sheer hypocrisy of Daybreak and the downsides of an empire that has expanded too far too fast, without the consent of those it rules.

Buckle up. It’s going to be a bumpy ride.

I hope you found this book satisfactory. If you did, and would like to see more, please go to the place you bought it and leave a review. It has grown much harder, alas, to make a living through indie authorship, so a review - or even a rating - would be very helpful indeed. So would following me on social media and my blog.

Thank you for your time.

Christopher G. Nuttall

Edinburgh, 2024


Appendix: An Introduction To The Morningstar Universe

Ideally, humanity’s expansion into interstellar space should have been greatly accelerated by the invention of the jump drive, which - in theory - from one end of the universe to the other in the blink of the eye. In practice, many of the early explorers vanished without trace, never - or very rarely - to be seen again. It was not until the invention of the gravimetric scanner that humanity realised that the presence of large gravity masses warped and twisted interstellar space, ensuring that the ship that tried to jump too far would either go wildly off course or simply fly straight into a gravity mass and vanish. This discovery put limits on the use of the jump drive - it was very difficult to travel more than a light-month, in the early days, without being effectively blown off course - but it still opened interstellar space to human expansion, formerly the domain of STL slowboats. It was not long until the expansion reached an unbelievable pace.

This was not surprising. Earth had become overpopulated and heavily polluted, and the unsteady rise of a planet-wide government had done little to quell either global pollution or political unrest. That government worked hard to ensure that hundreds of thousands of restive groups – some national, some religious, some simply wanting to be left alone – received colony ships, a certain amount of funding, and title to a world that might - or might not - prove hospitable. Over the next century, hundreds of colony worlds were founded, ranging from spectacular successes like New Caledonia to disasters that remain unnamed, because when starships arrived to try to open communication links they discovered that every last member of the original colony population had died. A number of those worlds even sent out colony missions of their own, creating tiny unions of stars that held together surprisingly well … at least at first. A new golden age appeared to be at hand. There was no need to fight, humanity told itself, when each and every human faction could have a planet of its own. Surely, ancient hatreds could be buried and forgotten if there were light-years between former enemies?

The golden age came to an end five hundred years after it began. In hindsight, the outbreak of the first major interstellar war was inevitable. Improved sensors had allowed humanity to chart interstellar routes – jumplines - in a bid to speed up interstellar travel, giving the planets that held domain over the faster jumplines an edge over their peers and allowing them to tax starships that passed through their territory. The sudden return of territorial competition led to a series of minor wars and conquests, as weaker but well-situated planets found themselves overwhelmed by their powerful neighbours, and a period of cold war between various hastily-formed alliances that eventually culminated in a major war. Precisely what event triggered fighting is difficult to say, but there are so many flashpoints that is properly accurate to state that most detonated in very quick succession and ensure that nearly every major power would be dragged into the fighting. There were very few powers that managed to stay out of the fighting and those that tried often found themselves targeted anyway.

Historians have argued for decades over the course of the war; there are still many questions they have been unable to answer but is impossible to deny that the war was unbelievably devastating. Hundreds of worlds were bombarded, billions of people wiped from existence; thousands upon thousands of starships, space habitats, and industrial facilities were destroyed. Even the worlds that got off lightly, by the standards of the war, were still badly damaged. A number, dependent on interstellar trade for their very survival, found themselves reduced to barbarism or doomed to slow and inevitable death; others were cut off from the rest of the universe and developed more or less independently. Nearly every pre-war major power found itself crippled if not destroyed, barely able to patrol its own core systems, and suffering under a resurgence of piracy and/or insurgent attack they could not handle. It looked as if a new dark age was at hand.

It was at that point the Daybreak Republic made its appearance on the galactic stage.

Daybreak, like many other worlds founded during the golden age, was based on a political ideal drawn, with a handful of modifications, from a book entitled Starship Troopers (required reading in Daybreak schools) rather than a historical nation, ethnic group and/or religion. The founders had laid claim to a star system that, owing to a freak of interstellar gravity masses, was supposed to difficult to approach without passing through a handful of chokepoints. There was only one jump route that led straight into the system and that was easy to guard. Furthermore, Daybreak had successfully concealed the true size of its military power and industrial potential, ensuring that it was not considered a priority target by anyone (certainly when compared to planets that controlled numerous jumplines). If the war had not exploded, it is quite likely that Daybreak would have remained a minor and independent power. As it happened, Daybreak became the core of a new interstellar union.

This process started more or less by accident. The breakdown of interstellar law and order forced a number of the remaining powers - most of whom had very little military force left - to do what they could to police the spacelanes, just to keep what remained of interstellar traffic alive. Daybreak rapidly took the lead in this project, finding itself dealing with numerous issues that required a degree of territorial expansion, developing new military fleet bases and forging close alliances with local powers that were prepared to trade political hegemony for protection. The discovery that it had effectively created an empire provoked numerous debates in the Daybreak Senate, ending with a decision to formalise the process of empire building, on the grounds that the failure to produce a workable interstellar government that could settle disputes between planets and star unions had contributed directly to the First Interstellar War. Not everyone on Daybreak was happy with the inauguration of a new process of expansion, but they were outvoted.

And so, Daybreak set out to reunite humanity whether it wanted to be reunited or not.

***

The Daybreak Republic is a semi-timocracy, although the Daybreakers themselves would deny it. Put crudely, an inhabitant of Daybreak (a term that includes the Daybreak System and the Daybreak Outposts) is a civilian until he spends two years of his life serving the planet, after which he becomes a citizen who can vote, be elected to Congress, serve on juries, and enjoy a number of other rights that are denied to civilians. He can also become a ‘mustang’ - an enlisted man who becomes an officer - and start a path towards the Senate, perhaps even the Consulship. The planetary government is obliged to take all civilians who wish to volunteer for service, and to find something they can do (if they are physically incapable of doing basic military service), and it is actually very rare for anyone with any sort of ambitions to refuse to become a citizen. Civilians do have rights, but Daybreak has a certain contempt for civilians who insist they have the right to lead without first serving.

A mustang - or a volunteer who goes straight into the officer track - will work his way up the ranks until he becomes a Captain, whereupon he is enrolled in the Senate and expected to add his voice to political debates as well as leading men into battle. Every five years, the senate elects ten Grand Senators, who form the planetary council, and two Consuls, who serve as both Heads of State and Heads of Government. Ideally, the Consuls are expected to work in harmony, with one taking command of the military - if the planet is fighting a war - and the other remaining behind to supervise political developments and ensure total backing. In practice, it is not uncommon for the Consuls to be at odds, although disputes between them tend to be sorted out before a Senator or a Congressman proposes a bill of no confidence.

Given their importance to the military as well as political system (Senators are expected to be serving military officers, which makes them think carefully about approving military operations they will have to lead), Senators are encouraged to develop patron-client networks that support promising young officers as they climb through the ranks and hopefully reach senatorial status themselves. These networks are technically not part of the government, but their existence is an open secret and a patron who discovers that his client is not worthy of his support often finds himself embarrassed, if not threatened with impeachment. It is not always easy to see the dividing line between reasonable support for a client and an embarrassing mistake; supporting your clients is seen as a virtue, but - at the same time - backing the wrong horse is a serious mistake. Most patrons will not hesitate to drop a client who crosses the line, or steer a client into a position where they can do no harm.

There are more checks and balances worked into the system than one might suppose. Congress has the right to approve legislation and either send it back to be rewritten or simply reject it; Congress also stands in judgement of the Consuls and Senators, with the power to impeach either if they are found to have lost the trust of the citizen population. There is also a very strong Bill of Rights, including the right to free speech, property and gun ownership, and many other rights, which cannot be infringed save by a three-fourths majority in Congress. Civilians do not have the vote, but they are still able to influence debates in both planetary and local governments.

The de facto Daybreak Empire (Daybreakers persistently refer to it as a republic) is divided into four sections. At the top, there is Daybreak and the Daybreak Outposts; military garrisons and/or colony worlds that sit along strategically important jumplines, giving the Daybreakers unprecedented control over interstellar trade and making it difficult for anyone to organise a major military challenge to the empire. The Daybreak Outposts have full self-government and are legally considered part of the Republic, with the right to send congressmen to the homeworld and be represented in the Senate. Beneath them, there are Autonomous, Incorporated, and Client worlds, the precise status of which depending on just how much independent military power they have and/or the degree of planetary unity they possessed before Daybreak rediscovered them. As a general rule, the more a world (or union planets) is capable of defending itself, the more freedom it has as long as it doesn’t break interstellar law. At the top, there are world that are effectively independent; at the bottom, there are worlds that are controlled by a Daybreak-imposed government and likely to be economically looted for decades before they work their way up to Incorporated or Autonomous status.

Daybreak attempts to be as hands-off as possible. Interstellar law is very simple and focuses only on interstellar issues, such as trade, immigration, and a handful of other issues. A planet may not, for example, impose excessive tariffs, or seize passing trading ships without very good cause. A planet may not prevent individuals or groups from leaving, if they wish to go, and it may not harass Daybreakers without prior consent of the Daybreak Republic. In theory, a person who is convicted of a crime may appeal to a Daybreak official for a review of his sentence, but in practice this is very rare. A person who wastes the time of such an official may find himself being sentenced to permanent exile, imprisonment on a penal world, or death.

As long as planets behave themselves, they are generally left alone. When they don’t, Daybreak will send a punitive expedition to assess the situation and take steps to deal with it, which can range from ‘encouraging’ the planetary government to deal with a rogue official to outright bombardment and occupation. The degree of punishment depends very strongly on just how much the guilty party challenged interstellar law. A planet that arrested a passing Daybreaker for an offence that is not a crime under Daybreak law will be forced to hand arresting officials over for judgement, while a planet that actively supported interstellar piracy will be reduced to client status and spend several decades under direct rule.

That is not say that Daybreak does not exploit other worlds, in manners both obvious and subtle. It is far from uncommon for promising young people - military officers, up-and-coming scientists - to leave their homeworld and immigrate to Daybreak, working to achieve this in step and become part of the interstellar government. It is also true that Daybreak merchants have an edge, when it comes to passing through the outposts and establishing networks with newly incorporated worlds, although it is rare for this sort of manipulation to be particularly blatant. In the early decades, after the war, there was little open opposition to such behaviour. The rewards of unity - and the likelihood of another war exterminating the human race - quelled opposition more effectively than any threats of force. Now, with the horrors of the war fading in the public mind, there is more opposition to Daybreak’s hegemony. It is generally believed that it is only a matter of time before one or more autonomous worlds attempts to challenge the system a little more openly, perhaps even rebel.

Daybreak itself is very much a planet of sexual and racial equality. The only real difference is the dividing line between civilian and citizen, and that line in thinner than one might believe; civilians, put simply, have everything citizens have save for the prestige of proving they put their lives at risk for the planet. Immigrants to the homeworld are legally treated as equals, once they prove themselves by undergoing planetary service and becoming citizens. That is not to say they are always accepted; as a general rule, immigrants who fail to assimilate and/or have cultural practices that clash with the law are rarely welcome, and if their behaviour slips into outright criminality they are always deported.

This is not always true across the Daybreak Empire. There are planets where one gender is considered legally or culturally superior to the other; planets shaped by religious laws that are not welcoming to heretics or outsiders; worlds that range from constitutional government to outright monarchical systems or dictatorships. Daybreak rarely intervenes in how the locals treat each other, although it does strongly suggest that heretics or unwelcome ethnic minorities be allowed to emigrate instead of being persecuted. It also insists that outsiders, particularly tourists or traders who are just passing through, should not be held to account under local law (unless their offence is also a crime under Daybreak law) and should simply be deported, rather than punished in a manner that would challenge the underlying basis of interstellar law.

Two hundred years after the transformation from lone world to interstellar empire began, Daybreak has good reason to be pleased with itself. It controls, directly or indirectly, most of the original core worlds of humanity (Earth is an interstellar backwater, regarding itself as the source of art and civilisation instead of political power) and it is expanding rapidly to incorporate the remainder of the worlds settled prior to the war. The empire has brought great wealth to Daybreak, from trade and advanced technology to a selective immigration policy that brings in men of great ability and talent (and denies them to their homeworlds), and that wealth is used to fund a military machine without peer. The combination of politicians, who are also expected to be military commanders and lead from the front, and the competitive nature of political society has produced a leadership that is capable, stubborn, and unwilling to give up even when it might need to do so. There seems no reason to believe the Daybreak Republic will ever run into something it can’t handle.

And yet, trouble is brewing.

On Daybreak itself, the rewards of interstellar empire have not been spread evenly. The competition for political office, and military command, is growing ever more savage, fuelling a demand for more expansion. Outside the homeworld and its outposts, the autonomous world chafe under the rule of a system that can neither give them complete equality or let them go free, while the incorporated and client worlds resent their looting by unscrupulous Daybreakers and the imposition, in places, of governors more interested in promoting themselves (and making a fortune) than developing the planets placed in their care. Along the Rim, the great uncharted gulf of forgotten colony worlds, hidden settlements and industrial nodes, there are rumours of pirates and other interstellar empires and threats that might or might not exist.

Something will break. But who knows when and where?
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