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Chapter 01

I’m not sure why I’m even recording these messages to you. I can’t send them now, when you’re only a few light minutes away, and I certainly won’t be able to send the follow up messages once we get going with ‘Operation White.’

Who picks the names for these things, anyway? Randomly chosen or do they go for the ironic angle? Black ops with a girl named Black, and they call it white.

(Long, drawn out sigh.)

For all I know even the blasted name is classified, which is another reason I’m not even trying to send this.

Besides, there really isn’t anything to add that I didn’t try to say in the message I sent with Emily before I left, though I don’t know how much of it you will get to hear. We’re about to dock at Clapham Station, after sitting around waiting for hours while the shuttle crew got some rest.

I tried to rest, since I had the time.

That… didn’t go well.

It feels like I left most of me back in that room with Max, and without him here nothing else matters much.

Nothing except finishing the job, so I can come home. So we can come home.

At least I had all that time I couldn’t sleep to read. Scriptures calmed me some, even if I am still in the war chapters.

Will we be the Stripling Warriors, all coming home again after the war, or will we be Captain Teancum, finishing our mission, but never seeing home again?

I will try not to read too much into the fact that of the two it was Teancum that was after the enemy king.

- M

 

“THEY WANT me to wear this?”

 “Yes ma’am, those were our instructions,” the Marine corporal answered, her face betraying no hint of what she thought of said orders. She’d introduced herself as Morgan’s assigned (temporary) steward – Morgan’s assistant while she was working with Albion’s military on the operation – but she still wasn’t sure what that all entailed.

At the moment it appeared to entail Morgan’s assistant very politely insisting she put on an Albion Navy dress uniform, which was why Morgan was now standing in the skinsuit donning room adjacent to the airlock through which she’d boarded the station. Morgan eyed the uniform again, pausing as she got to the the skirt. She’d only been able to glance at the other Albion Navy uniforms that had been waiting for her the moment she’d set foot on the station, but she was almost certain none of the rest had skirts. Morgan liked skirts, but she was also currently in space. Where microgravity was an entirely foreseeable condition in which she could find herself.

Worse, the only reason she could imagine the Navy wanting her in a skirt right now was for ‘very important’ meetings or something else almost certain to be beyond her limited skills at dealing with ‘very important’ people, and a waste of her time besides.

Not that she had an option, at this point. The other uniforms, along with almost all the rest of her gear, had been whisked away by naval ratings before she’d even really registered what the uniforms were. The only thing they’d left was the travel container for her primary skinsuit, and that was only because she was wearing said suit.

“How did they even get my size for these? I only knew I’d be coming here a few hours ago.”

“I would imagine they used your most recent skinsuit scan. And that they knew you were coming before you did. Does the Commodore need assistance in donning the uniform, ma’am?”

“No, I do not,” Morgan answered, keeping her voice level, but also feeling her cheeks heat up ever so slightly.

“Very well, ma’am. I will wait outside to assist with the tiny details before we proceed.”

“Proceed where?” Morgan asked, pausing to read the nameplate on the other woman’s Marine dress uniform. Her dress uniform with slacks. “Where are we going, Corporal Stump?”

“Once your uniform is to regulation, I am to escort you to SBS Main Hold,” Stump answered.

“For?”

“I am afraid I don’t know, ma’am. I do know that our next stop will be shuttling over to the carrier HMS Victory, where the rest of my squadron has already mustered.”

“Your squadron? Squadron of what?”

Morgan thought she saw a hint of a frown on the corporal’s face, but she wasn’t sure.

“The SBS, naturally.” Her answer was in perfectly cordial tones, but Morgan suspected this was the other woman’s ‘humor the idiot superior officer’ voice.

“That doesn’t answer the question, at least for me.”

Morgan watched as the corporal’s eyes flicked over her civilian uniform.

“I understand you haven’t been with the Navy for long, ma’am, but I’m a little surprised you haven’t at least heard of the SBS, if you’ve been with the merchies for very long.”

There’s a topic guaranteed to do amazing things for her confidence in my leadership potential, Morgan thought. Sure, go ahead and admit to the non-commissioned officer that I’ve been working for Takiyama less than two Zion years. Heck, probably less time than she’s been in the Marines, based on her rank. Wait, Zion years, that’s the angle. “I’ve been based out of Zion, so my knowledge of Albion’s military is limited. Thankfully, I have a friend in the Royal Marines, and she’s been trying to get me up to speed, but she’s been rather busy of late as well, as you can imagine.”

“Is that so, ma’am? Well, the SBS is the Special Boat Service, and we are tasked with the most dangerous or complicated space-side operations the Marines do for the Navy. I could explain more in detail, but they are expecting us in the hold. If you’ll excuse me, ma’am, I’ll leave you to dress.”

At a nod from Morgan, the corporal left.

Sighing, Morgan got to it, taking a moment to look closer at the uniform’s cut and flourishes. She was marginally grateful that the dress uniform was not substantially different from the normal tunic-based uniform she’d been wearing for Takiyama, if a more formal cut. This particular uniform was white, though most of the others had been black. The rank insignia was in essentially the same place on the shoulder, though attached to an epaulet rather than the tunic directly. The braiding along the cuff was something she wasn’t used to, and, if Morgan remembered correctly, another indication of rank. She hoped it was, at any rate, since that much braiding for everyone seemed a bit much, at least for her, but if it was only for the flag ranks it might be bearable.

Did Stump’s uniform have braiding? I don’t remember, so if it did there probably was not a lot of it. Though Marine uniforms and Navy might be entirely different anyway.

The uniform’s left breast had two medal ribbons attached, though Morgan had no idea what they represented. As far as she was aware she’d not earned any, but that was something she’d need to investigate at a later time.

I wish I could at least shake the feeling that whatever they have planned is going to annoy me to no end.

Sighing again, Morgan stripped out of her skinsuit and got it stowed. The travel case would be able to recharge the suit’s batteries, and she hadn’t had to use any of the oxygen supply during the trip to Albion, but the case couldn’t clean the suit, leaving Morgan’s distaste for pulling back on an already sweaty suit warring with her hope that the Victory would be departing soon on their mission and she’d need to put it back on.

Putting aside the tunic and skirt, Morgan opened the first of two boxes, finding an amazingly shiny pair of shiny black shoes. The second had rather plain underwear, white of course.

Not sure how I feel about being issued underthings by a military computer, but it beats the alternative.

Putting them on, she found them a better fit and more comfortable than most of what she already owned, which somehow only increased her annoyance about everything.

Let’s get this over with, Morgan thought, reaching for the undershirt.

A few minutes later Morgan emerged into the corridor, still faintly annoyed that everything fit perfectly and did in fact look striking on her, the gold of the braiding on cuff and epaulet making the immaculate white stand out even more, especially against her dusky skin.

At some point another spacer had arrived, and once Morgan was out of the hatchway, he slipped past her and Corporal Stump to grab the skinsuit case.

“If you’ll permit me, ma’am, a few tiny details to straighten out,” Stump said, approaching after Morgan gave her a weary nod.

It was only a few minor adjustments, in the end, mostly in how the epaulets sat on her shoulders, and the precise angle of the nameplate on her right breast.

“Very good, if you’ll follow me, ma’am,” Stump said, indicating deeper onto the station with her chin.

Morgan had been on Clapham Station twice before, and knew the overall station  was massive, but clearly the section given over to the SBS was not, and after only a pair of minutes they arrived at their destination, a very large room that looked like it was usually much more used to holding cargo than anything else.

Major Stevens, who had come across from Zion with Morgan but who had not stuck around for her uniform change, was standing outside the hatchway leading into the hold.

“Good, that took less time than I feared. Commodore, they had planned on time to brief you, but they set things in motion before learning about the delay in our shuttle because of the crew shortage. As it is the press has already been waiting for most of an hour, and the admiral doesn’t want to delay them any longer.”

He paused, but Morgan didn’t think it a suitable time to share her low opinion of the press, and she didn’t have anything else to say beyond asking him to get to the point, so she instead settled for raising her eyebrows.

“I don’t know all what they are going to do, so my recommendation is to smile, do whatever they say, and answer any questions put to you.”

 “I still have no idea what is going on, Major,” Morgan protested, but his only reply was to shrug and gesture for them to move forward into the room.

Getting a better view of the room only served to make Morgan more apprehensive as to the military’s plans. There were a few cargo containers present, but they were all pushed against one of the side walls, stacked out of the way.

Much of the space was given over to chairs, filled with people in very flashy and gaudy civilian outfits, though cut extremely conservatively. Facing them there was a single row of chairs, filled with admirals and a few commodores, all in dress uniforms.

Morgan noted that the lady among the admirals was not wearing a skirt.

Why in the galaxy did they want me in one, then?

In the back there was holorecording equipment, and to one side of the Navy personnel there was a massive holotank taking up almost a quarter of the bay by itself.

So, they want to record whatever this is, but also show something prepared ahead of time? What could that be? Morgan suppressed a sigh. I can handle… whatever this is. I can keep this smile on my lips long enough to get on the shuttle, at which point I will be on my way away from here. I can do this. For Daddy. And Momma. And for everyone else this blasted war is threatening. Just one more thing to get through before I can leave on my mission.

“Commodore, if you and the corporal will wait here until they’re ready for you, ma’am,” a rather harried looking ensign said, before she stood up straighter and nodded to the admiral in the center of the row of officers.

The admiral nodded, and then raised his hand to get everyone’s attention. Morgan was surprised to realize that she recognized him, from the bits of reports she’d watched since the war started.

That’s Admiral Raje, he’s in command of the single largest portion of the fleet, with the newest vessels. This is more important to them than I thought, if he’s here. He’s got a good reputation, though it always seemed odd to me that a man with such a grandfatherly face was an admiral. Morgan had to suppress a laugh as something occurred to her. Grandfatherly indeed, he looks like he actually could be my grandfather. I wonder if our ancestors came from the same part of Earth. Pity I don’t know where my ancestors came from, or maybe I’d ask.

“Thank you all for coming, especially the representatives of our press who will relay this solemn event to the rest of the people. I know we’ve already kept you waiting because of the shuttle delay, and there is still a war out there to fight, so we will keep this as brief as we can.

“We didn’t ask for this war, and we would all prefer it had not started. That choice was taken away from us, leaving us with only one option, to win as quickly as possible, for the sake of everyone. We did not want war, but, for all its horrors, war can also serve as a refining fire, showing us the best among us, those that go above and beyond the demands of duty in the service of the people.

“Today I want to introduce you to one such lady. Someone who was involved in the very first battles of this conflict, before we even knew we were under attack.”

The holo came to life, showing a stylized representation of the system, with the asteroid belt clearly visible, and many individual mining ships and stations highlighted.

A disembodied narrator, clearly a professional, accompanied the holo’s visuals, telling a condensed version of events, starting with Hillman’s hired privateers arriving in Parlon all the way through STEVE forcing Sally’s surrender. As far as Morgan remembered, it was even accurate. The recounting did, she noted, make it seem like Morgan was in command of STEVE during the fight, and not merely pretending to be in command to fool the privateer admiral, without outright saying so.

From there they were shown a reconstruction of the battle against the privateer frigates, a big flashy rendering that, again, wasn’t inaccurate, but subtly made the danger to Sally and crew even greater, mostly through exaggeration of the size of the stylized frigates as compared to Sally.

There was no mention of the sabotage Akul had attempted on the ship, or the fight they’d had to capture her, for which Morgan was thankful.

That done, the holo shifted to show Zion orbit, and a recounting of the first battle Sally and her crew had there, now accompanied by the surviving frigates and two of Albion’s light cruisers. Here the slight inaccuracies in the narrative involved making it seem like they’d had barely any time to prepare before the enemy vessels were upon them. Much was made of the sacrifice of the Dauntless, something Morgan approved of wholeheartedly, even as she felt a fresh stab of grief watching the recreation of the ship throw itself at the last enemy vessel to save Sally.

Morgan couldn’t bear to watch the moment the Dauntless disappeared in a ball of fire as her – or the enemy vessel’s – fusion reactor lost containment, and turning her head let her see Corporal Stump’s reaction. Reading that reaction was all but impossible, especially given how briefly she’d known the other woman, but Morgan thought she saw sadness in the tightened corners of her eyes, mixed with rage in lips pressed together so strongly they had turned white, but then Morgan blinked and it was gone, and Stump locked eyes with Morgan, her expression the same hard to read professionalism as before.

Did I imagine it? Did she know someone on board?

The destruction of the Dauntless marked the end of the battle, and the image faded, replaced with the seal of Albion’s Navy, and Morgan’s attention was drawn back to the front and the admiral.

“Three battles, against desperate odds, with a mostly civilian crew, achieving victories that any Navy captain would be proud of. But that wasn’t the end of the story,” the admiral said, smoothly picking up the narrative as the holo ended. “Even victories take their toll, and after this battle Sally and the rest of Squadron A.H. withdrew to Takiyama Station for rest, and enough repairs so they could safely join us here at last above the Jewel of Parlon.”

The Jewel of Parlon, huh? I wonder what most people on Zion think of that. Or do they have a grandiose nickname for their own planet too?

“Before the commodore could rest, however, she had one other vital role to play. In the battle against the privateers, she and her crew had taken many prisoners, including the new leader of the privateer forces.”

Oh no, they wouldn’t show that, would they? They can’t, even if they wanted to, right? Not with all the cuts Emily swore to me that she made.

The holo didn’t show the recording of her negotiations, but instead a single still image, from behind Akul, Morgan’s face tired and worn, but far sterner and far more composed than Morgan remembered being at the time.

“Not only did she defeat the privateer forces in the black, but she also forced their leader to come to terms, withdrawing their flotilla from their contract to Hillman, making the asteroid belt safe once again, allowing us to reinforce our defenses with the forces we had scattered along the belt.

“That done, the commodore moved to see to her ships, and to her family on Takiyama Station.

“That moment of respite wasn’t to be, however, as the enemy tried a new ploy, cowardly bypassing Zion’s fleet in order to strike at the civilian station directly.

“For this part of our tale, however, I will let the woman’s own words suffice.”

For a moment Morgan thought they were calling her forward to talk about the battle, her lingering feelings of grief at the loss of the Dauntless and her brave captain replaced with anger and fear that they’d ask something like that of her with no warning. Then she calmed down as what he meant became clear, with the holo turning back on, showing the Combat Information Center of Sally.

They must have gotten this from Emily, which is how she knew this was coming.

 Morgan guessed it was before the battle, given the level of activity evident, and her own absence from the room.

Then the hatch opened, the holo moving in closer on Morgan as she entered the room, the brilliant white skirt of her dress billowing dramatically.

Billowing rather more than it should have, or could have, in fact. Both dresses she’d worn that day had used heavy fabric, designed so they wouldn’t float when she entered the water of the baptismal font, and so they wouldn’t be transparent while wet.

Wait a minute. What is that on my face? Makeup? They added makeup to me for this? Seriously?

It doesn’t change the facts any, but really?

Now that she was looking for it, Morgan realized they’d also somewhat… accentuated her form, stressing her feminine lines and making the upper half of the dress slightly tighter.

Did they make my muscles less prominent too? No… maybe?

Thank goodness that dress had a high neckline, or they’d have accentuated the cleavage as well as the bust.

Not that there’s anything wrong with my bust size, you blasted ghouls. In fact, they’re a bit above average for Hillman, she thought, fighting to keep her face passive. She managed to keep her smile in place, but she could feel one corner of her mouth twitching, her mouth trying to turn the smile into something that showed more teeth, something that was less smile and more bared fangs. She also failed to stop her hands from balling into tight fists, her nails digging into her palms.

She had gotten so paranoid, so disgusted, looking for what had changed, that she missed the first bit of dialogue in the recording.

“Record for transmission to Zion command,” Morgan said in the recording. “This is Commodore Black, Albion Royal Navy, in command of the ad hoc force at Takiyama Station. We are sallying to engage the Hillman force that is closing on the station, presumably with designs to destroy it and all the civilians on board. We will do our best to stop them, but we all have unrepaired battle damage already, and are outnumbered. On behalf of Albion’s government, I formally request you scramble what reinforcements you can immediately, so they can arrive in time to protect the station. Black, out.”

“It’s sent,” the tech whispered.

Morgan remembered Marigold having said something next, but the recording went right to her next statement for everyone.

 “They’ll come. All we have to do is buy enough time for them to get here.”

The holo briefly cut away from the CIC to show a recreation of the ships leaving the station, boosting away toward the incoming enemy ships, then back to a close-up on Morgan, seated in the command chair, legs crossed, the skirt of her white dress draped along the front of the chair in a very striking way that Morgan was quite sure wasn’t how it had really looked.

She also noticed that among all the other changes – makeup, her figure, everything else, they had added white slippers on her feet. She’d been barefoot for most of the fight, except when she’d been wearing the emergency suit. Personally, she thought it was funny that she’d misplaced her shoes in the changing room with no time to find them when the alarm had sounded, but at a guess whoever had touched up the footage had thought it undignified or something.

That almost set her to laughing, the absurdity of it all becoming too much, but somehow, she managed to stay quiet, even as the recording of her began to speak.

“There is something I read this week I want us to keep in mind. A long, long time ago, from a man who was facing a similarly unprovoked invasion of his home. ‘In memory of our gods, our religions, and freedom, and our peace, our spouses, and our children,’” she said, the passage slightly modified from the original scripture in deference for the variety of beliefs present. Watching it from the outside, the CIC sounded even more absolutely quiet than it had seemed in her memories.

In the recording Morgan took a deep breath before continuing.

“The last time we fought, it was to get home. All the battles we were forced into, we were fighting for ourselves. There is nothing wrong with defending ourselves, in fighting back when others sought our lives. Still, this time is different. This time we’re defending our families, our children. I know how many of you have children. I haven’t had that blessing, not yet, but I do have a family I want to keep safe, people I love more than my own life, and someone I hope to marry very soon. The people out there don’t care who they hurt. The leaders who sent them care even less. We’re less than people to them, tools to be pushed around, used, and discarded for their own profit and decadent lifestyle. I know we aren’t trained military officers; I know that a lot is being asked of us, but I know something else.

“I know we’re going to win; I know because we have to. Because our love for our families is stronger than the greed of the people who would take everything from us.”

As had really happened, the crew cheered, the sound continuing as the holo cut to different compartments of the ship, the crew there cheering, some with fists raised to the air.

Didn’t I say that before we launched? At least they didn’t change what I said. At least, I don’t think they did.

The rest of the battle was shown through the recreation, which suited Morgan fine. She'd looked ridiculous in the emergency suit, and clearly someone in the military had put a lot of effort into making her look good. Too good, in fact.

More importantly, however, she didn’t want to hear the report again, that Aegis Command had taken a hit, with Max inside. She was still feeling that pain keenly enough without having to watch the moment she learned he might be dead play out on her face.

As before, the heroism and contributions of the smaller vessels, the three light cruisers she’d lost, was played up, particularly the clever tactics and maneuvering of Cruiser One.

It really is too bad we weren’t able to give proper names to the ships we captured. They deserve to be remembered with something other than One and Two.

The battle ended, Zion’s reinforcements sweeping in, the final destroyers fleeing with Sally and Steve in pursuit, the day saved.

The recreation was replaced with a list, showing the battles Morgan had fought, and the losses on each side.

“We mourn those lost, but we honor their sacrifice,” the admiral said, drawing the eyes of everyone back to him. “We also honor the deeds of those who are still with us, still fighting to save lives. Commodore Morgan Black, come forward.”

She did, giving him the best salute she could manage as she approached, then taking up the indicated spot to his left, facing out toward the seated reporters.

“Commodore, your record in battle is astounding, and that you have accomplished so much, as someone who came to Albion’s service through the merchant marine, is even more amazing. You came to Parlon a stranger, a refugee, and you have risen so high on hard work, sacrifice, and adherence to duty.

“It is therefore my duty and great privilege, with the thanks of a grateful monarch and world, to induct you into the Distinguished Service Order.”

An ensign Morgan hadn’t previously noticed stepped up, handing the admiral a box. Taking from it a medal, he stepped over to Morgan, deftly pinning it in place on her uniform, above the left breast.

Okay, that’s about it then, right? Morgan thought as she made the conscious effort to continue smiling for all the people present and the recording devices. If they’re giving out awards, they should be for those who gave more than I for those victories. How should I react? I don’t even know how prestigious an award that is. It can’t be that high, right? Those usually come with knighthoods, don’t they?

Can they even make someone a dame when she doesn’t even live on Albion?

“The Commodore needs to depart soon,” the admiral continued, stepping back to his original position, “but we do have a little time for her to answer questions from the press. As usual, this being wartime, the admiralty reserves the right to refuse to let her answer any questions that touch upon operational matters, or anything else that is classified.”

Morgan indulged in an admittedly crude mental exercise, trying to come up with the most inventive and lengthy curse she could while waiting for the reporters to approach to ask their questions. Directed toward the admiral, the reporters, or the universe in general, she wasn’t sure.

“Commodore, thank you for agreeing to speak to us,” the first member of the press said, his smile looking even faker than Morgan felt hers did. “Can you tell us a little more about what you felt in the battle…?”


Chapter 02

I suppose it is a good thing I’m leaving the system soon on my little adventure with the Marines.

Good for the rest of the military, that is. This nonsense they’ve cooked up has me so annoyed I’ve had a few idle daydreams of gleefully throttling the lot of them. Blast it, I’m annoyed enough I can’t even manage to be properly remorseful for seriously entertaining the thought for a few moments.

- M

 

THE VICTORY had departed Clapham Station some two hours previously, along with its complement of four heavy cruisers and four destroyers, plus another four carrier groups besides, and Morgan still felt like her blood pressure was high enough that her heart might burst at any moment.

Two hours... two hours since departure, and it was approaching one in the afternoon, shipboard time, meaning she’d been forced to endure the endless questions of the press for something approaching two hours.

At first the invasive nature of the questions had been the worst part, but gradually that discomfort had given way to disgust.

Disgust at the fawning tone with which they spoke to her, the over-the-top honeyed words and frankly creepy attentiveness they paid to everything she said.

They weren’t talking to Morgan, or even Commodore Black. No, they were talking to a hero, a demigod walking amongst them, and it made her sick.

The good news was they didn’t seem to have a nickname for her, something like Emily’s ‘Iron Colonel’ moniker, but she was sure that would be coming soon enough. Someone would come up with something – many people would come up with many nicknames, more likely – and it would be catchy, and then she’d never be rid of it.

Worse, she had a sneaking suspicion that facilitating such a moniker was why the military had insisted she wear the dress uniform with a skirt – they wanted her appearance for the press to be as close as possible to how she’d appeared in the footage of the battle, the white of the uniform reflecting the white of her baptismal dress.

Assuming she was right, and really, she had no reason to doubt herself, it was all so cynical. Was the entirety of awarding her a medal similarly cynical, or only in part?

Waiting in dread to see what name they’d come up with aside, the more immediate bad news was that while the fleet had departed Clapham Station, it had only been to move into a different orbit around Albion. They wouldn’t be leaving for Operation White yet, not until Akul’s pirate friends were gathered and ready to jump to Caledonia and the system gate beyond.

The delay made sense, much as Morgan wanted to deny it, and blast the blasted pirates.

A fleet the size of the one Victory was leading would easily be able to destroy the force Hillman had left at the system gate. It was even probable they’d retreat without a fight.

That would leave them completely free to send off the ships involved in the mission directly, as well as the courier ships trapped in the Parlon system by the conflict.

Free to do so… once.

When they’d been discussing the plan, Emily had been emphatic – and Morgan had agreed for that matter – that Hillman wouldn’t risk leaving the gate in local hands, and the moment Albion or Zion moved on the gate they’d reinforce it with a much larger picketing force, and any further attempts to leave would be much bloodier.

All that to say, yes, Morgan had to wait on the disgusting pirates before she could put her plan into motion.

For the moment it wasn’t the only thing she was waiting on, which was part of why she was stewing about pirates and the press, pondering which she disliked more.

Two hours on the ship… and she was still sitting in the absurdly large visiting officer quarters in which Stump had deposited her, with nothing to do and no word from anyone else on the ship.

For someone who’s supposed to be my assistant, steward, whatever, she hasn’t been particularly helpful so far.

Morgan sighed, chiding herself for her uncharitable thoughts.

She isn’t normally a steward though, is she? She said she was part of the SBS team, so she probably does… whatever it is they do.

Still, I’m tired of sitting around and doing nothing, and I don’t know who else I could contact on board besides Major Stevens or the admiral, and starting there feels like a mistake.

“Computer, are you set up for voice commands?” Morgan called out. It still felt weird to her, talking to an empty room, and she grimaced. It didn’t help that she was self-conscious about feeling weird doing something that most people grew up with. That only resulted in her trying to avoid using it when she wasn’t alone, which in turn meant she stayed self-conscious about it.

“Affirmative,” the ship’s computer replied, ‘her’ voice reminding Morgan somewhat of Emily’s crisp and formal diction, and sharing the same upper class Albion accent. “Computer is ready to accept commands and inquiries.”

“I need to know the location of Corporal Stump.”

“Please identify for security clearance.”

Morgan pinched the bridge of her nose between two fingers.

“Shouldn’t you have started with that?” she asked, before hurriedly adding, “Don’t answer that. Commodore Morgan Black, most recently commanding officer, Sally Forth and Trade.”

“Checking. Voiceprint not on file. Commodore Black is not a registered member of the Victory’s crew.”

“I just told you that.”

“Please provide security code for limited access to ship’s computer.”

“They never gave me codes, or if they did they never told me.”

“Without voice print on file or security codes your request cannot be completed.”

“Could you send a message to Corporal Stump to contact me, then?”

“Please clarify, there are two crewmembers on board by that name.”

“Seriously?” How many Marines are there on a ship this size? Or is it simply a common name on Albion? “I don’t know her first name, but she’s assigned to the SBS.”

“Checking, selection narrowed to one individual.”

“And you can send her a message?”

“Negative. Not without proper authorization.”

“Lovely. Great. Thanks for nothing,” Morgan upgraded the nose pinch to rubbing her temples. “That will be all, computer.”

“Understood.”

Morgan looked around the room, resigning herself to being stuck there until someone decided she was needed.

It wasn’t like she was locked in. Actually, was she? Military ship, would the hatches require crew permissions? With a flash of paranoia and unease Morgan walked over and checked the hatch, but it opened at her touch.

So no, it wasn’t like she was locked in, but she might as well have been. She was on an unfamiliar ship, one whose layout she didn’t know in the slightest – and based on the path they’d taken to get to her temporary quarters from the docking ring it was laid out in nearly as labyrinthine a manner as Takiyama Station – and one where the person she knew the best had exchanged a few dozen words with her, ever.

Finding herself sighing yet again – she’d lost count over the last few hours – Morgan headed toward her bags.

About the only productive thing I can do is get changed out of this dress uniform, maybe get things unpacked generally.

The layout of the quarters was remarkably similar to the rooms she’d used on Sally, and not too different from those on Takiyama Station. All three featured a main room with bedrooms to either side. The difference lay in the nature of those bedrooms. On Takiyama Station they’d had three bedrooms of roughly equal size, with the space behind Morgan’s room taken up by the third bedroom of the adjacent quarters. On Sally there were the two, with the room being narrower across its full length.

Here there were two, one much smaller than the other, though both with a private bathroom. The main room was also larger, with a central table that could easily seat a dozen people, with a holotank hanging above it. Morgan’s only guess was that this was a room set aside for officers who were expected to need a meeting space.

This was backed by the last room, occupying the unused space from the smaller bedroom. It was an office, complete with another desk and dedicated computer terminal, and a hatch that was at a glance thick enough that it boasted extra measures against surveillance devices and eavesdropping.

Unfortunately for Morgan, neither bed was of the enclosed alcove style she preferred due to being somewhat close to her bed back on Hillman.

That’s going to be fun. Precisely what I need while preparing for a dangerous mission, sleepless nights and likely more nightmares.

I really should get used to a normal bed. Once Max and I, well, two won’t fit in the alcove.

She could feel her face heat up slightly at the thought, but the feeling was rapidly replaced with a wave of tiredness.

I don’t… what time is it even? Back on Zion, I mean. I already adjusted my uplink to Albion’s day, which is entirely different from Zion’s.

“Uplink: What is the current time on Takiyama Station?”

Instead of answering verbally the uplink flashed the answer on its screen.

I haven’t really slept in about twenty hours. No wonder I’m feeling so out of sorts. Add in all the stress of the battle, and Max, it’s amazing I’m upright at all.

Forget unpacking everything. I’m going to listen to Max’s advice for once. How did he always say it? ‘Never stand when you can sit, never sit when you can lie down, and never be awake when you can be asleep.’

Leaving most of her bags where they lay – and for the moment she was glad she’d only packed the essentials, leaving almost all her things on the station – she grabbed the bag with her toiletries, nightgowns, and such, and headed toward the larger bedroom.

***

Morgan awoke, not remembering having dreamed, feeling more disoriented and confused than she had when she lay down, and not one whit less tired.

For a moment she couldn’t even figure out why she’d woken up, dimly blinking against the bright light of the room.

Light? Why… why on?

“Good afternoon, ma’am!” someone bellowed, the name Stump coming to Morgan only after long seconds. “My apologies for the abrupt manner of your awakening. Your presence is required in the briefing room at seventeen-hundred hours, and I know you have not had an opportunity for food or personal grooming.”

Morgan tried to adequately convey her confusion, disorientation, and general annoyance as she at last managed to respond.

“Wha…” was what came out.

All in all, she succeeded in her goals admirably, under the circumstances.

“Very good, ma’am, what do you wish to do first?”

Morgan managed to untangle herself from the blankets and sheets and sit up in the frankly too large bed.

“I. Corporal. I mean.” Morgan paused, squeezing her eyes shut tightly for a moment before opening them and trying again to speak coherently. “How did you get in here?”

“Ma’am, as your temporary steward one of my duties is to manage your schedule and assist you in meeting all your myriad goals, responsibilities, and assignments, doubly so as you have not yet been integrated into the ship’s systems. I have already taken the liberty of moving my kit into the other room, and I look forward to continuing to work with you. I understand the commodore will still be feeling the effects of the change in hour due to her journey, so I will repeat the question. What do you wish to see to first, ma’am?”

Morgan’s stomach rumbling answered the question for her. Rubbing her face Morgan finished working through everything the corporal had said.

“You said a briefing at seventeen-hundred? What time is it now?”

“Fourteen-thirty hours, ma’am.”

So I got about three hours of sleep? Better than none, I think.

Naturally oblivious to Morgan’s thoughts on the matter, the corporal continued.

“The corporal congratulates you on your Marine-like ability to grab sleep when available. She further wishes to apologize to the commodore that her cooking skills are subpar, and not fit for consumption by raw recruits, let alone flag officers. There are, however, two options for food. The first is the officer’s mess, though food will need to be cooked at request, and will take ten to twenty minutes to arrive. The second is the general mess hall, which will have food ready immediately, but of a quantity for the whole crew and of corresponding quality.”

Morgan’s stomach grumbled again.

“General mess will be fine. Give me a moment to throw some clothes on. Do I need to wear a Navy uniform to the mess?”

“No, ma’am, off-duty clothing is acceptable, though of course the briefing will call for standard duty uniform.”

“Thank you, corporal. If you’ll excuse me for a minute,” Morgan said, gesturing to the hatch with her chin.

Stump nodded sharply and left, closing the hatch behind her.

Groaning, Morgan set about untangling her legs from the bedding.

There’s no way regular stewards are like that.

Right?

***

In all the ways that mattered, the mess hall Morgan found herself in was the same as the ones she’d spent too much time in on STEVE, or even Sally. Loud, annoyingly so, with the individually pleasing aromas of the various foodstuffs combining in a less pleasing way, and plenty of boasting and recounting of appropriately exaggerated tales from the Navy and Marine personnel present.

It was a far cry from the bustling civilian restaurants of Takiyama Station, or Clapham for that matter, but it was at least something she understood.

“Are those your squad mates?” she asked Stump, indicating a group of Marines seated together. She could see several of their shoulder patches, patches that matched Stump’s.

“Yes. Would you like an introduction, ma’am?”

“No, I’ll be fine. If you could get us food though, or at least for me if you don’t want any.”

“Does the commodore have any requests?”

“Cocoa, not coffee, and plenty of protein. I’ve from a heavy gravity world, I need more food than my size would suggest.”

“Of course, ma’am. I will return shortly.”

For a moment she watched the Marines, a painful knot growing in her stomach as their antics reminded her so forcefully of Max, who she hadn’t heard any news about since leaving Takiyama.

She shouldn’t have expected any, not yet. It hadn’t even been a full day yet, and most of that had been nighttime for the station. Really, no news was good news, since they hadn’t expected anything to change for several days yet.

Despite that, she had a constant dread at the back of her mind that she’d get a message any moment that his condition had worsened, that there was some complication they hadn’t foreseen.

It ate at her, despite knowing that terrible as his injuries had been, there was no reason he couldn’t make a full recovery, at least with the help of some bionic prosthesis for his mangled legs.

She knew it, but she didn’t feel it. Not when the last of him she’d seen had been his deathly pale body lying motionless on that hospital bed.

Trying to banish that thought, she forced herself forward until she was standing before the Marine’s table.

“Would you mind if I sit here? I don’t know anyone on the ship yet, besides the helpful Marine who went to get us both some food,” she said. Morgan had briefly considered introducing herself, but rank would make natural introductions harder, and if she was going to be entrusting her mission – her life – to these men and women, she wanted to get a good feel for them.

“I’m sorry, table’s full,” one of them said in a very deep voice said, without even turning to look at her.

Morgan looked down, not at the speaker, but at one of the empty spots at the table.

“Is that so? You need your eyes checked, Marine?” Morgan asked.

“You’ll have to forgive the corporal, he’s not the best at excuses,” a feminine voice said from the other side of the table. “He’s usually too direct to even try.”

Morgan sat down at an open spot, smiling broadly as she turned toward the second speaker. She was also a corporal, Underwood according to her uniform nameplate. Now that she could see them, all five of the Marines did indeed have the same badge as Stump, something that almost looked like a flattened wooden spoon, but probably wasn’t. They were also all corporals, which Morgan thought might be significant, but she didn’t know enough to be sure.

“Are you trying to annoy us?” the first Marine to speak said, though he sounded more impressed than annoyed.

“Now, now, let’s all be friends,” a third corporal said, Jones based on her uniform. “Recon is a time-honored tradition in our little corner of the service, and anyone new to the Victory is worth investigating, given the rumors about what we’ll be up to.”

“What makes you think I’ve anything to do with what you’re up to?” Morgan asked.

Jones shrugged.

“That is easy. A basic deduction, even. There are very few new people on board, including ourselves. Then there is the fact that you don’t sound like you’re from Albion or Zion, but I do detect a bit of the accent we’ve been hearing from the Hillman spacers.”

Not bad, some good reasoning there. Especially given how much work I put into losing the accent. “All right then. Let’s chat. I don’t know any of you, you don’t know me. What do you want to talk about?”

“Well, we don’t care about why you’re here, not yet. Assuming it is for the same reason we came, it’s all classified anyway. Let’s talk about you, first.” Now that he’d turned to face her as he talked, Morgan was able to read the nameplate of the first speaker, Corporal Jenkins. “This is where we lay it out on the table and see how you measure up.”

“Oh, is that all?” Morgan asked, a little disappointed that this was turning into little more than the standard for the mess – war stories and bragging rights.

“Each of us, well, we’ve earned our place in the SBS, in our squadron. You want to sit with us, you need to measure up.” The comment, quietly delivered, was from the smallest of the Marines, a slip of a woman named Janeski who looked like she might be shorter than Morgan, and definitely weighed less.

“And what is required to fit in? What exploits do you all have?”

“Sure, we’ve got nothing to hide,” the largest of them said, a man by the name of Olsen. “Now we’re talking real combat here, not training. I got this scar,” he started, pausing to pull up one sleeve to reveal a gnarled mess of white extending from elbow up past where he’d pulled the sleeve, “rescuing a ship full of hostages after some murderers escaped from a prison mine on the surface of one of Eriu’s moons. Fifteen prisoners, all armed, against four Marines.” He tugged the sleeve back in place with a smug smile.

“No scars for me,” Janeski said. “I know when to duck. But I’ve been involved in three boarding actions since the war started, capturing damaged but still active ships.”

“She’s the newbie of the squad,” Jenkins said with a snort, “But she has earned it. Me? I’m an old hand. I served under the Iron Colonel during the uprising. If you ask real nice, I’ll show you my scars later, in a more, uh, private venue.”

“And still only a corporal?” Morgan couldn’t help but ask.

Jenkins didn’t seem offended by the question, responding with a shrug, to which Janeski added commentary.

“Oh, he’s been a sergeant. Is it three times now, Jenkins?”

“Four,” he clarified, flashing a very cocky grin.

“No scars for me either,” Jones said, turning to smirk at Jenkins. “Recon mission, sent alone into one of the terrorist bases after all those assassinations last year. I was on loan to the police for that one. Until Janeski came along, I was the fresh meat.”

“That leaves me, I suppose,” Underwood said, with a cocky half-smile. “I’ve been with the SBS the longest, and while I can’t say where, when, or against who, I’ve been point on three different raids out-system.”

“You forgot to mention the scar,” Jenkins muttered, clearly intentionally loud enough for everyone to hear.

“I didn’t forget, meathead,” she retorted. “Just know it is in a place you will never see, not mine, not any woman’s, with charms like yours.”

Jenkins didn’t seem bothered by the insult, and given his obvious physique and general rugged looks Morgan suspected he didn’t much lack for willing companionship.

“We’ve shown you ours, now you get to show us yours, and let’s hope for your sake you’ll make the grade. What kind of experience do you have?” Jones didn’t – quite – make it sound threatening, but the expectation was clear.

“For this you don’t count things like street brawls or bar fights?” Morgan asked. She assumed not, given the stories about Albion’s Marines she’d heard from Marigold and Max, especially their more ‘tip of the spear’ units like the SBS appeared to be, but she figured she’d ask.

“Actual combat. Though I have to say, I can’t imagine you in a bar fight,” Jenkins answered. “Oh, and not ship to ship combat, this is purely the person to person stuff.”

“Well, you are right, I haven’t been in any bar fights,” Morgan said, eliciting a round of laughter from the Marines. Technically I’m not old enough to drink, she thought, not that I would want to. “Street fights, though, there were a couple.” Morgan paused as Olsen snorted in apparent incredulity. Let’s treat this seriously. I will be putting my life in their hands, and my parents’ future. I want them to trust me, and respect would be useful as well. Plus, they’re Marines, direct approach and shock and awe are appreciated, generally. “Well, let’s see. When pirates tried to take the Fate of Dawn I was in two firefights, one to hold the armory, the second to keep the last pirates from breaking onto the bridge. I don’t know if you know, since you lot seem more the type to use them than to fix the damage afterwards, but grenades really do a number on ship corridors, almost as hard on bulkheads as they are bodies.

“There was, hmm, call it two fights against the terrorists, though I wasn’t armed for the first, thanks to Albion’s lovely gun laws. Nasty head scar out of that one, or at least there was.”

“You fought the terrorists?” Jones asked. “But that would mean…”

“I wasn’t finished,” Morgan said, cutting Jones off. I’d rather not have everyone realize who I am, with regards to that mess. Though keeping that secret seems unlikely if you were one of the soldiers that went in. “It was pirates again in the asteroid belt. That was three distinct firefights. Maybe four, depending on how you count them. Also, an exchange of fire with their ship, though you said not to count those, and we didn’t give them a chance to return fire much anyway.

“Three more ship fights after that, but we’ll skip those for now.”

“Is that all?” Underwood asked, sounding thoroughly impressed.

“Oh, actually, I missed one,” Morgan said, her lip curling up in disgust as she thought on it. “Firefight in close quarters, one on one, against a pirate leader. She’ll remember me every time she puts her eyepatch on in the morning.”

“You’re telling me, a pretty young lady such as yourself, has been in nine firefights, two street brawls, and, what, four battles in the black?” The question came from Olsen, but from the looks on their faces he was only the first to speak the question they all shared.

“Yes, I am.”

None of the seated Marines said anything as they looked back and forth at each other. Morgan could tell they were at least doubtful of her recitation, if not outright dismissive. Then Jones spoke up.

“I’m not sure you’re being on the level here. If you are who you seem to be claiming to be, where are your scars?”

“What are you on about, Jones?” Underwood asked. “Battle doesn’t always net us scars, and even if it does, we only keep the ones we want to.”

“No, I’m right about this. I was on recon during the terrorist nonsense, remember? Whole point of that was to rescue a single hostage, General Davenport’s friend. I was given a good description, all the scouts were, on the hope we’d find her and make a breach in force unnecessary. Her height and build look right, hair isn’t so much longer that the time between then and now wouldn’t explain it, but the description also said she had numerous scars from neck to toe.”

“I would have thought they’d have a picture of me on file,” Morgan stated, ignoring for the moment the comment about scars.

Jones grimaced, then replied.

“That whole thing was a rush job. By the time the brass realized they needed the picture, there wasn’t time to get a message to and from Zion due to light speed lag, and since the person in question – you, or so you claim – wasn’t from Albion there wasn’t one readily on file. That brings up another issue. What’s a lady from Hillman, who lives on Zion, doing in Albion uniform?”

“Not exactly across the galaxy, are they, Zion and Albion? Besides, the gathering where I met Lady Emily, on Zion, was full of veterans and current Albion military.”

“You’re claiming to know the general?” Olsen asked, sounding far more doubtful now.

Morgan heard a thud, turning in time to see the tail end of Janeski ‘lightly’ smacking Olsen upside the head.

“She already had. Remember, the terrorists kidnapped the general’s friend?” Janeski turned back toward Morgan. “Anyway, what about the scars, then? You mentioned something about a head scar as well, didn’t you?”

“I had them all removed, part of why I’m here,” Morgan answered simply. “Did it last week.”

That got a wince of sympathy from most of the Marines, even Olsen and Jenkins.

“I’d rather get shot,” Jenkins muttered. “Least with something in lead. Hurts less and heals quicker, long as you’re not in the field.”

“Is that enough for the entry fee?” Morgan asked.

“Certainly,” Jenkins answered with a curt nod. “If it is accurate.”

Before Morgan could say anything, Stump cleared her throat from where she’d been standing, apparently unnoticed by all of them, for Morgan couldn’t even guess how long.

“That all sounds about right, actually,” Stump said, snorting in amusement as all the Marines – and Morgan – turned to look at her. “And she’s seriously downplaying her space combat cred, she experienced all of those from the bridge.”

“When did you get here? Why didn’t’ you speak up until now, Pamela?” Janeski asked.

“I was curious how this would play out. She asked me not to introduce her. Sounds like she has your approval?”

The Marines all nodded, with Jenkins hesitating a moment before joining in.

“Well, with that out of the way, welcome to our little group, Commodore Black.”

Everyone seated around Morgan absolutely froze in place, presumably because they realized they’d been bantering and ribbing an officer without realizing it. Stump smiled, a cold, merciless smile that was somehow still full of amusement, then continued. “I have your food here, ma’am; don’t worry, it hasn’t had a chance to cool yet.”

Looking about, Morgan caught most of the other Marines giving Stump truly murderous looks, but she seemed unfazed by them. Morgan, on the other hand, had to work especially hard to keep from breaking out into a goofy grin.

I know I intentionally kept from mentioning my rank to them, but that was a bit cold, Corporal Stump. Funny, but cold. “Thank you, Corporal. If I’m to get ready in time for the seventeen-hundred briefing I really had better get started. Did you not want anything?”

“I ate before, but thank you for the concern. I think my time will be best served making sure your things are ready for when you return to your quarters to finish getting ready. Corporal Janeski, could you escort the commodore to her quarters when she is finished? She is berthed in the visiting officer wing on D Deck.”

Janeski didn’t seem especially pleased, but she nodded before adding in a verbal yes.

“Thank you, Corporal,” Morgan said, taking the offered tray of food, followed by a large mug of cocoa. “And thank you for the introductions, Marines, they were most, uh, informative.”

The Marines still didn’t look particularly pleased, but at a nod from Jenkins they all rose to attention, save Janeski.

“With the commodore’s leave, we should get ready for the briefing as well,” Jenkins said for all of them.

“Of course, Corporals. I look forward to working with you.”

Morgan was still exhausted, still worried sick about Max, and a million other things, but there was a measure of comfort in the fact that she had impressed the Marines without resorting to her rank, and some mirth in their reactions once they’d realized.


Chapter 03

How do you sleep, G? The long nights when you’re worrying about Haru, when she’s sick or troubled or worried. How do you sleep when the things you care about most in the world aren’t right?

How do you go to work, or laugh with coworkers over a meal. How do you live?

- M

 

THE BRIEFING room was larger than Morgan had expected. It was also, correspondingly, far fuller than she’d expected.

The Major she’d expected, as well as the Marines she’d met earlier of course, plus another half dozen that probably made up the rest of their group. Aside from the corporals, there were four sergeants and the Marine who was obviously their leader, a colour sergeant.

Good thing I’ve been hanging around Emily so much. The slight difference of the rank structure is still confusing me even with her influence. I don’t think I’d even be able to tell which insignia went with which rank without her help.

Apart from the Marines, there was a bevy of Navy officers, with one rear admiral seated facing the gathered audience at the side of the long desk situated in front of the large holo screen. Morgan had seen him before, seated next to Admiral Raje, so he was probably on his staff. The man seated in the middle of the desk was a captain, clearly the person charged with giving the briefing, based on the various flat uplinks scattered around him.

There didn’t seem to be anywhere she was supposed to sit, so Morgan found an open seat to the side of the room, with Corporal Stump taking up the chair next to her. A few more people filtered in over the next few minutes, then the captain cleared his throat, and everyone still standing found their seats.

“As always, these proceedings, and everything associated with carrying out the mission to be briefed, are to be considered classified at beyond secret. No one outside this room is to be told anything about it, without direct permission from Admiral Raje.

“For those you who don’t know me, I am Captain Pinnock, from Joint Special Operations Command. I am only one of more than a dozen officers who have been working on the plan and goals for this mission, including Lady Dame Lieutenant General Davenport, as well as another officer integral to its success I will introduce in a moment. Given that, and the fact that we’ve reassembled SBS Squadron One from their dispersed assignments for this mission, I’m sure most of you already realize this is an important mission. Without hyperbole, it has a very real chance of ending the war.

“Before we get into the details, let me give you a brief overview. Commodore Black, seated behind you,” he said, gesturing toward Morgan with his chin, “is from Hillman, one of only a handful of refugees we have seen in Parlon in the past few decades. More importantly, her parents were inner members of the party, exiled to the surface due to their sympathies toward the miners. With the commodore disguised as a member of the party, backed up by SBS One, we are going to infiltrate the main space station in orbit of Hillman’s former capital and capture the ‘Comrade Father’ in order to force the surrender or withdrawal of their forces in the Parlon system.”

The silence in the room was nearly complete.

Nearly… except for the rustle of fabric as every single Marine in the room turned in their seats to look at Morgan.

“I am sure you have questions, Marines,” Captain Pinnock continued, at which point the Marines turned back around to face the captain, “And we will want to hear them, all of them, once I have finished briefing you on the plan.

“The initial stage of the operation is also the most straightforward. The commodore has several contacts among the independent freight haulers of the region. One of them makes regular deliveries to Hill Station and has agreed to smuggle her and her team onto the station in cargo containers specially designed and disguised to hide people from detection, as well as keeping the occupants safe, of course.

“From there the team will gain access to the crawlways of the station, and proceed to the innermost portion where the Comrade resides.”

One of the officers present raised a hand, to which Pinnock nodded after a moment.

“I know you said to hold questions, sir, but before we get to the details, I must ask, how do we know where the leader is? Or anything on the station? I know we’ve pulled images of him out of Hillman computers we captured, but that isn’t much to go on. If the answer is classified, so be it, just so long as there is an answer.”

“That is a good question. Normally we would never attempt something like this without at least a decent knowledge of the station’s interior. Hillman is also, to put it mildly, isolated.

“In this case, though, the answer is quite straightforward. The commodore’s father was an engineer, one who worked on the station’s design. When she left her homeworld he gave her a data chip with most of his work on it. Work that included complete schematics for the station itself.”

That got everyone’s attention.

“How out of date are they, at this point?”

Pinnock raised his eyebrows and looked to Morgan for an answer.

“Well,” she said, clearing her throat before continuing in a louder, firmer voice. “The original finalized plans were from about a year before I was born, shortly before his exile, but he would be pulled out of our mining town from time to time to fix things, and updated them then. It was one of those occasions that we used to stage my escape.”

“The station began construction twenty Earth years ago, but as best we can tell has had no major or even minor refits since then,” Pinnock added.

Out of the corner of one eye Morgan could see Stump frowning as Pinnock mentioned the age of the station. She tilted her head to the left, then looked at Morgan with one eyebrow raised and her lips curled up into half a smile.

Oh bother. I’m busted. She did the math and realized I can’t possibly be as old as I claim to be, if the station is only twenty years old.

Nothing for it, at this point, except hope she doesn’t say anything.

“In any case, with the question about the layout answered, let’s dive back into the specifics,” Pinnock said, gesturing toward the holo display as he brought up the next data point. 

“Sir, one more question before we move on, if I may?” It was from one of the Marines Morgan hadn’t been introduced to yet.

“Very well, briefly,” the captain answered.

“If we have the plans, and we have a friendly ship, why not simply assault the station in force? Instead of sneaking around the cramped utility areas, blow our way in through the cargo bay and use the element of surprise and breaching charges to quickly reach the leader and force a surrender, or head to the control area and demand their surrender that way.”

The captain frowned, but when he spoke his answer was even and without any hint of frustration or rancor.

“Several reasons. The first is manpower. The freighter wouldn’t be able to hold enough Marines to make such an assault likely to succeed against a station that size. Secondly, even with the blueprints, the station is intentionally laid out like a fortress, with chokepoints and other features to make any assault from the docking areas a lengthy affair. Thirdly, it is a civilian station primarily, and the collateral damage from such an operation, even a successful one, is higher than we are willing to risk. Finally, one aspect of this plan is to allow enough time between the Marines boarding and emerging from their crates for the friendly freighter to depart. We cannot demand they cooperate, only ask, and while this plan does still present risks to them it is far less than the risks they’d be taking with a frontal assault.”

The Marine seemed to accept this answer, nodding his head as the captain finished.

“Now then, back to the plan we are using…”

***

“All right, I think that is about everything we can do today,” the captain said at last, sounding far less chipper than he had at the start of the briefing. “Get some rest, process what we’ve discussed, and we’ll reconvene in the morning to start training.”

His – and her own – mental exhaustion was understandable, as it was readily evident that they were all feeling the effects of – Morgan checked her uplink surreptitiously – no less than six hours of discussion, refinement, and at times pointed, but polite, debate over every aspect of the plan. They’d taken the bare minimum breaks for biological necessities, and Morgan was afraid her stomach was going to start growling loud enough that everyone would be able to hear.

Adding to her discomfort was the unexpected wrinkle that, once the briefing proper concluded, the rear admiral had left them to their discussions, leaving Morgan the ranking officer in the room.

There hadn’t seemed to be anything she needed to do with that position, so she had let the conversation flow as it already was, answering questions or adding her own thoughts as necessary, but she’d still been quietly worried about what might be expected of her.

There had been a lot of questions directed toward her, which she’d expected, given the initial idea had been hers to begin with. Oh, sure, Lady Emily had done more of the planning after that, but she wasn’t there, was she?

Most of the questions she’d been able to confidently answer.

Most… but not the ones about her specific role in the mission. Morgan had the look of the daughter of a party elite because she literally was, but could she act like one?

The good news was that the military had already acquired the service of people who could help her practice and prepare, as much as possible given their limited intelligence on the uppermost echelons of Hillman society.

The frustrating news that she hadn’t known that until after the first few uncomfortable questions, as no one had bothered to tell her that beforehand.

The better news was that the plan did not call for her to spend more than passing moments around anyone, and certainly wouldn’t require her to infiltrate any gatherings or events.

The less good news, and perhaps even bad news, was how long they had until departure. The short answer was, they didn’t know. All their plans, and they were beholden to the timetable of the one person Morgan would least prefer to rely on in the entire galaxy.

Bora Akul.

Given they were only going to get one reliable chance to send ships out of the system they had to wait, and they had to make that one chance count for as much as possible.

It wasn’t only Morgan’s group and the couriers who would be departing.

Several of the other carriers were leaving as well, with plans to scatter out among the rest of the nearby inhabited stars, asking for aid from Parlon’s friends and even the nations that didn’t like them much, but liked Hillman less.

We’re waiting, and meanwhile no one knows when Hillman will launch their next attack, or if they’ll try another trick like they did against Sally and Takiyama Station. I think Zion and Albion have a move to discourage that, but we won’t know if it can work until they try something and trigger the response.

Also meanwhile, I’m probably the least informed commodore in either military, except probably poor Bill. All of the duties and responsibilities, none of the benefits.

Sounds about right. When this is over, and I can get out of the military, Max, my parents, me, and Gertrude and Haruhi, if I can manage it, we’re all taking a few years off. No work, no worries, but time to heal and rest. I certainly have enough money to afford it.

“Are you all right, ma’am?” The question came from Corporal Stump, startling Morgan out of her thoughts.

I really am tired. Time was I’d never let myself lose track of my surroundings to that degree. “Yes, sorry, I’m fine. Tired is all, and thinking a few things over.”

“Understood. If the commodore is up to it, now would be a good time to introduce you to the rest of the squadron, in a neutral setting.”

“That’s a good idea,” Morgan said, rising from her seat, needing only one hand on the desktop to hide the tired shaking in her legs.

The Marines stood as she approached, standing precisely at attention with their line broken up into groupings of four people.

“Commodore Morgan Black, this is The Honorable Colour Sergeant Lloyd A. Behm the Second, leader of Squadron One under the overall command of Major Stevens. I’m sure he’ll wish to make the rest of the introductions.” With a nod, Corporal Stump stepped forward, smoothly taking up her position at the very end of the line of Marines.

The colour sergeant stepped forward, nodding once sharply.

“Ma’am, may I present Sergeant James Yount, my second-in-command. Next to him we have Sergeant Eddie Ferguson, in charge of comms. Rounding out the command team is Corporal Sondra Bateman, our Medical Assistant. We are quite happy to have her back; she was recalled to service a few months shy of finishing her residency in trauma care.” The Marines each nodded as they were introduced, and Morgan took a moment to get a better look at them, see what her initial impression would be.

Behm looks used to command, not surprising given he’s the son of a lord. Odd that he’s enlisted, though. Could be a number of things, though, the most likely being either a parent who disapproved of his career choice, or, on the other hand, a parent who wanted him to join the military and learn humility. With such extreme possibilities I’m better off not guessing and not worrying about it at all.

Yount could barely look more stereotypically Marine if he tried, while Ferguson has the look of a scholar about him, or perhaps a librarian. As for Bateman, she definitely has the look of a doctor, in the ways both good and bad. Interesting that that she’s not an officer either, if she had left to finish medical school.

Behm stepped over to the next group, gesturing with a firm knife-hand for Morgan to do likewise.

“Sergeant Jim McCoy is in charge of fire team one. I believe you met the rest of his team, but for the sake of formality, they are Corporals Leonard Jenkins, Lori Janeski, and Becky Jones. Jenkins is a fine shot, and a wizard with explosives, but his greatest use to the team is as our living repository of institutional knowledge and traditions. Janeski is the best I’ve ever seen at fighting and maneuvering in the back passages and crawlspaces of starships, and Jones makes what is the premiere reconnaissance outfit of the Marines look like amateurs.”

“Is that so?” Morgan couldn’t help but look impressed. “Janeski, we’ll have to compare notes some time, I’ve found myself fighting in similar conduits more times than I’d care to remember.”

“Whenever you care to, ma’am,” Janeski replied.

“Indeed,” Behm said, looking at Morgan with an appraising look about him. “I was given to understand your combat was mostly ship to ship, ma’am. Before we start training, I’d like to go over your experience fighting at close quarters, so we can properly set the parameters for said training.”

“Of course, Colour Sergeant.”

Behm cleared his throat.

“That can wait. This is Sergeant Matthew Bowman, leader of fire team two. Next to him is Corporal John M. Olsen, Corporal Heather Underwood, and of course Corporal Pamela Stump you’ve met. Olsen is the best rated rifleman we have, while Underwood is our best sniper. Stump’s specialty lies in technical fields, specifically computers and other networked devices. I should add that, as SBS members, we are all rated expert or better with sidearms, rifles, small craft, infiltration, and stealth.”

McCoy and Bowman look competent and self-assured. That’s good. At a guess, the former is a screamer and the latter leads by example, but that’s only my gut feeling. Jenkins is a character, but I knew that already. Behm didn’t say so, but I’d bet one of his jobs is ‘procurement.’ Janeski reminds me of myself, unsurprisingly. I don’t know if I saw footage from Jones specifically, but I did see a bit of the recon footage after they rescued me, and they were all very, very good. I don’t have a good feel for Olsen and Underwood yet, but Stump is, well, stumping me. She’s so formal in how she talks, but there have been a few moments when she’s loosened up.

“There are obviously many other members of the squadron, in many support roles, but these are the tip of the spear, as the ancient saying goes, and the Marines who will be accompanying you to Hillman. I’d bet my life on each of their abilities to get the job done.”

Good, because we are. “You certainly have a good mix of specializations among your men, Colour Sergeant, but you don’t appear to have anyone with a focus in the mechanical side of things. Many locks or obstacles can be bypassed by finessing the computers, most even, but sometimes you’ll run across purely mechanical issues. What is your standard procedure in those cases?”

“Explosives, mostly,” Behm replied crisply.

“That would certainly work, but hopefully we can leave it as plan B. That is what I’m trained for, by the way. Mechanical systems and machinery. It is something I’ve been working at since before I left Hillman, which is good because that also means I have knowledge of the sorts of systems used in that station.” Thanks to Daddy’s training, as much as the mines. More, really.

“Excellent, ma’am. If that will be all for the moment?” he asked, turning to face his men when Morgan nodded. “Dismissed.”

With startling speed the Marines scattered, headed for both exits, except for Stump and Behm.

“Will you be needing anything else this evening, ma’am?” Stump asked, departing with a salute when Morgan shook her head no.

Scant moments later the room was empty, save for Morgan and Behm.

“You wished to speak to me alone?” Morgan asked.

“Yes, I did, ma’am.”

“Well, speak freely, sergeant, this mission is going to be difficult enough even with us working well together. I’d hate to leave anything unsaid that might make things harder on us.”

“Very well. I’ve seen your file. There isn’t much there. That isn’t surprising, obviously, but I was hoping to get a better feel for you, for your command style. What kind of leader are you, ma’am?”

“Bit self-serving of me to answer that, isn’t it?” Morgan asked, eyebrows raised. “Even if I try not to, I’m likely to focus on the positive rather than the negative. It is also entirely possible how I think I lead and how I actually lead are quite different, at least in the perception of those I am charge of.”

“Be that as it may, I’d still like to hear your answer.”

I already decided on honesty with them, didn’t I? “Being in command is a tricky thing. If you’ve seen my record, you know I haven’t been in command for long, maybe a local year?” Behm nodded, but didn’t say anything else, so Morgan continued. “You know,” she said with a little laugh and a smile, “I can actually talk about this more freely with you, now, than I could with almost anyone else. You already know I’m from Hillman, and a little bit of what my life was like there. It isn’t something I talk about much, for a lot of reasons. One of the things hammered into us there, over, and over and over, was that decisions should always come from above, from the Voice of the Comradery, or the Tinnys – the guards they had watching over us. Anything truly important was dictated to them by the real leaders, the Comrade Father and the essential workers.

“When I made it to Zion, I suddenly had thousands, millions of choices to make, with no one really to guide me. That, plus the mistrust of everyone I brought with me, made me isolated and lonely, and determined to do everything myself.”

“Is that a viewpoint you still hold, ma’am?” the sergeant was frowning, one hand stroking his chin and apparently lost in thought.

“No, it is not.” She couldn’t help but laugh again, moving over to the nearest chair and settling into it. “As it happens, one of the people who helped me move beyond that was Emily, excuse me, I mean Baroness Novan.

“She, and a few others, helped me learn to balance relying on myself with letting other people in, letting them help me.

“Then I started working, and rather quickly I found myself in command. There were all kinds of things I didn’t know, but one of the ones I did know was that appearing unsure would make the rest of the crew around me nervous.

“You want to know how I lead? I lead with the confidence to make the decisions I need to, but always with the understanding that there are things I do not know, and so I should listen to everyone. In the end though, the decision must be mine, as the responsibility is mine. I won’t be a pawn again, but I won’t turn others into nothing but pawns either.”

“Thank you, Commodore. That was most illuminating. Is there anything else you require?”

“Just your best, yours, and your teams. You’ve heard the plan. You know what is at stake. Literally billions of lives will be affected by what we do, both here and in Hillman. You, me, my parents, all of your families and friends, and all the faceless masses you swore an oath to protect.”

“That we always give, ma’am. One final suggestion, if I may?” Morgan nodded and he continued. “Get plenty of sleep tonight. I know what my men are capable of. I know their strengths, and their weaknesses. I don’t know yours. Tomorrow in the afternoon your tutors will be here to help you prepare for the deception, but tomorrow morning you’ll be with us, and I fully intend on finding out what your limits are.”

“I look forward to it, Colour Sergeant.”

 


Chapter 04

I’m never going to complain about Max’s ‘strict’ training regimen again. I thought the mines had taught me every conceivable way muscles could ache, but the colour sergeant managed to find – or I suspect invent – a few new ones.

- M

 

MORGAN COULDN’T remember the last time she’d felt the need for ice packs after a session in the gym, but she had no fewer than four at the moment, for both shoulders, left knee, and right ankle.

She suspected it wouldn’t have been quite so bad if she hadn’t spent the second half of the day sitting still for endless droning hours of lessons blending in with Hillman’s elite.

Too much time for the muscles to get stiff, too little movement.

Worse, for all the intensity of both training and lessons, it felt like they’d barely scratched the surface of the needed preparations.

About the only good thing about her aching body was that it distracted her well enough from the sore, itchy spot below her ear where the ship’s doctor had implanted her shiny new comms implant.

She didn’t quite know how to use it yet, but it didn’t matter as she’d been sternly – and repeatedly – warned to not touch the area at all until it healed fully.

There was so much to do, to learn, that she was still technically working, sprawled out on the couch in her quarters otherwise ready for bed. She needed an insight into how the elites acted, and the best method they had for showing her was playing out before her on the large holotank above the meeting table.

I’ll bet the room’s designer never thought their dignified, stately setting would see a teenager in her nightgown watching trashy holos in it.

While it was true there were very, very few inroads into understanding Hillman’s culture, with almost no contact between them and the rest of the galaxy, it was also true that certain things were universal… including Spacers acquiring, legally or not, copies of whatever media they could, at every stop. Freighters, military ships, couriers, it didn’t matter who they worked for or why they were there, spacers had an insatiable appetite for new stories. How could they not, when it took weeks simply to get from one system to another?

In Hillman’s case that exclusively meant illegally copied from whatever broadcasts were occurring as the ships transited the system. Given the reality that the holos, books, and everything else couldn’t be bought from Hillman, regardless of price, most Spacers didn’t worry about that technicality, and the various governments knew better than to bother trying to enforce it anyway.

Since the holo she was watching was one of those copied from a transmission the quality left a lot to be desired, but it was enough for her current purposes.

It was a pity her current purposes didn’t extend to ‘enjoying herself.’

For about the fourth time since she’d started the program – barely half an hour earlier if the clock on the wall was to be believed – she felt like vomiting at what she was watching, and this was supposed to be a comedy.

Shaking her head, Morgan pushed the feeling aside, and tried to focus closer on things like word choice, body language, how the young woman character acted toward the other social groups, and how she interacted with the opposite sex, especially.

She’d never seen such stories back home. The closest they’d had in Pari Passu had been the historical records of Sam Hill and the early days, when Hillman had still been a colony struggling to survive at all.

Why they hadn’t seen things like the ‘comedy’ playing out before her eyes was easy to guess. The main narrative was, frankly, vapid nonsense; a comedy of errors centered around several young men attempting to court the youngest daughter of the manager of one of the larger ore processing plants. The plant was apparently responsible for a large percentage of the metals exported from Hillman, the true lifeblood of the planet that kept everything from collapsing. If it was a real place, or made up for the holo, she couldn’t say.

The lowbrow nature of the holo wasn’t why it wasn’t shown to the miners, though.

It wasn’t shown to the miners because it showed, in an appallingly causal way, how little the elites thought of the miners and the rest of the general population of workers.

At best they ignored the presence of the underclass, treating them like part of the background, or the furniture. At worse they were treated like disposable trash, there to be used and discarded, or even like playthings.

What was interesting, though, was how little most of the elites seemed to interact with the lower classes.

There weren’t any in the film, for one thing. The actors playing the part of the factory workers were other elites, their skin painted white and their hair covered with wigs, pitiably bad efforts for someone who’d grown up in a mining town.

Does the normal audience for these stories even realize how inaccurate their portrayals of the lower classes are? Universally stupid, timid, and weak, content to take orders from their betters with gratitude and fawning obedience.

If this is truly what they think, I wouldn’t even be surprised to learn they don’t even realize that the miners are, to a man, stronger than any of the elites simply because of where they live and the work they do.

In any case, beyond there being no actual lowerclass actors in the holo, the ‘workers’ that were in it were less a presence in the holo and more a background menace. The one truly comical aspect of the story for Morgan was how they were simultaneously shown to be weak cowards, but also a deadly threat to the elites, particularly the female characters.

If the workers were weak cowards, the elite ladies were frail flowers, needing to be protected from the world outside their little shell of civilization.

Especially fascinating, though, was the sneaking suspicion Morgan had that most of her observations were things the people making and watching the holo couldn’t see. They were simply so engrained into their worldview that it was like the water around a fish, it simply was the way things were. Repeatedly the holo included dialogue from the other characters setting up the heroine as being strong, independent, and unusually intelligent, which was entirely at odds with their actions and base assumptions.

If she really is independent for an elite young woman, my job is going to be all that much harder. Moving about the station without attracting attention is going to be a lot trickier if they really do expect a young, unmarried lady to have an escort most of the time.

Though at least it should help in one way. With those baseline expectations they won’t expect me to offer violence toward any of them, and they certainly won’t expect me to be good at it.

They also shouldn’t expect me to have the strength of a heavy gravity worlder.

Morgan sighed, shaking her head.

I also shouldn’t assume this one holo is particularly accurate, though.

Which means I need to keep watching and get through as many of these as I can.

And isn’t that going to be such an enjoyable way to spend each evening.

The main hatch opened, causing Morgan to sit up and make sure her robe was securely closed (it was), sending one of the ice packs sliding out of position.

Fixing it, she halted the playback of the holo and turned to look at the newcomer.

Corporal Stump yawned a bit as she closed the hatch behind her, pausing a moment in the entryway to stretch, accompanied by the sound of her neck and several parts of her spine popping.

“The best of Hillman cinema, I take it, ma’am?” Stump asked, now headed toward her room.

“I sincerely hope not. I’d like to think someone on my homeworld is competent enough to make something worthwhile somewhere.”

“They seem competent enough in naval matters, more’s the pity.”

“Yes, which is even more of a mystery,” Morgan said.

“How so, ma’am?”

Morgan threw up her hands in exasperation.

“Two questions occur to me, two obvious ones. Where did Hillman get the ships, and where did they get the crews?

“The money to get the ships I understand – the heavy metal mines are productive, and the minimal costs to operate them with what is effectively a slave labor force mean their profits are even higher, even while they sell for less than the other sources in this part of the galaxy. But Hillman has no shipyards, and they have no Navy tradition.

“Worse, from their perspective, they don’t have the manpower.” Morgan gestured to the holo tank, frozen on an image of the heroine looking pouty and upset as some frivolous event had not gone as she wished. “The party members are a small percentage of the population, and if this is anything to go by most of them would be a danger to themselves and everyone else on a starship. They’re not trained in technical matters.”

“Few actors are,” Stump countered, shrugging. “Nor the writers. They built the space station, didn’t they? A stupendously large station, from what I’ve seen. They must have some competent people, right?”

“Yes, but how many? Enough to crew all these ships? Not only the officers, but all the way down to the lowliest technician?”

“And they’re not using the lower classes for those technician spots?”

Morgan shook her head.

“No, they aren’t. I checked. We’ve captured plenty of their ships, and all the prisoners we have are from the elite, at least to the level they pulled from for things like mine guards.”

“What if they pulled out most of those guards, and didn’t replace them? What if they’re trusting distance and difficulty of travel to keep people where they are supposed to be? How many of the mining towns are self-sufficient in things like food? It wouldn’t be hard to control an isolated village that way. Threaten to cut off food if they don’t meet quotas, then leave them completely alone.”

“That would work, but it also makes me think there is an element of desperation in this whole thing. That is a lot of risk to take, not only on the invasion front, but on Hillman itself too. The station isn’t any more self-sufficient than that mining village, and if they lost control of the surface?” Morgan grumbled. “If it wasn’t for the beasts in the wilderness I imagine they’d already have people making the trek from one village to the next, trying to plan something.”

“Beasts? What beasts?”

“What do you mean? Every child was taught about them. Predators, looked somewhat like a large cat I guess, long claws and longer teeth. We were warned they lived in the forests beyond the walls of town. When we went out to work the corn fields the guards would go with us.”

“And you’ve seen these beasts, ma’am?”

“Yes, I have.” Morgan paused, cocking her head as she thought it over. “Well, not directly, not in person, they showed us recordings of them.”

“I see. Ma’am, we don’t have records of the planet after the colony withdrew from the wider galactic community, but the original records, including the initial survey of the planet, are available. They had us look over all of them this afternoon, though of course we hopefully won’t have to make planetfall for this particular mission. The largest creature on Hillman before humanity came was about the size of my finger. Large insects, generally speaking. Certainly no large predators, and no large forests either.”

“You’re right about the forests now that I think on it. Those are all made up of trees the first settlers planted, trees from Earth that they thought would survive the high gravity. And, honestly, it shouldn’t surprise me they’d lie about that too.” Morgan sighed again, rubbing her head with one hand as she pondered the magnitude of the lies she’d grown up believing. I thought I’d seen through all the lies. But if something that basic wasn’t true, what else wasn’t? “How many nightmares, for me and all the girls like me, did those fake recordings cause?”

“After all this time? Millions, probably.”

Morgan sighed again.

“One more thing for them to answer for. It wouldn’t be so bad, if that were the worst of it, but, well, we’re here because they’ve reached the point where oppressing their own people isn’t enough anymore.”

“Yep,” Stump said, stifling another yawn.

“Don’t stay up on my account, Corporal. I’ll be headed to bed as soon as this holo finishes.”

“Very well, then. Goodnight, ma’am.”

“Goodnight,” Morgan echoed as the other woman disappeared into her room.

Morgan called it a night a half hour later, not because the holo was over, but because she was falling asleep on the couch, and getting nothing out of it anyway. Still walking a bit stiffly, she returned the ice packs to the room’s tiny freezer, and then settled into bed.

***

The morning came early, muscles to torture and minds to numb.

Morgan was already awake, lying on her too large bed and staring at the ceiling, when her uplink chimed the hour for her alarm.

She’d been awake this time for… heaven knows how long. An hour, at least.

Still, that was preferable, the endless minutes lying there.

They’d come back.

The nightmares.

Oh, not the same ones, not quite.

It wasn’t the attack on the Fate that repeated endlessly, but her fight with Akul, or sitting in Sally’s CIC giving orders while she didn’t know if Max was alive or dead.

A new one had entered the rotation the preceding night. She was on Sally, in the white dress, while the ship took hits, and the room was violently opened to space.

Morgan was relatively certain that wasn’t what decompression would really feel like, but that hardly mattered. It hurt, and worse she didn’t immediately wake up.

Moving the bare minimum required, she slapped at her uplink to quiet the alarm, sighing as she looked about the nearly empty room, now that all her things had been neatly placed in the wall storage spaces.

Her uplink was blinking to alert her to a message, but it wasn’t marked priority, so she ignored it for the time being.

Won’t be from him, will it?

Despite the change in location her morning routine was intact, save only the different uniform in which she dressed.

Staying quiet, since she was unsure if Corporal Stump was up and about or not, Morgan headed out into the main room.

“Good morning, Commodore, I hope you slept well.” The corporal was standing at attention next to the briefing table, two plates arrayed with food on either side of a pair of pots, judging by the smell of coffee and cocoa. Morgan sat down at the plate with a significantly greater amount of food than the other, with most of the extra food consisting of protein.

“I slept… adequately,” Morgan answered, glancing over the food. At least that all looks edible. “Did you sleep?”

“I assure you that I received enough rest, ma’am.” Nodding to Morgan, Stump sat at her plate once Morgan had begun to eat.

They ate in silence, companionable enough, if a little too formal in feeling for Morgan’s tastes.

I always gave Emily grief over the nobility thing, and here I am, acting like an aloof officer. Worse, I think I need to maintain it, especially before we head out to Hillman.

“There was nothing in the news briefs of particular note this morning, ma’am,” Stump said when Morgan was nearly finished. “Though I note you do have a message waiting.”

“So I do,” Morgan said, biting back a more sarcastic response. Might as well get the disappointment over with.

It turned out there were two messages, one from Max’s doctor, the second from Emily.

Odd she’d send something and not mark it important. Let’s see what the doctor says first, good, or bad, it shouldn’t take long to read.

It had been a video message, but Morgan didn’t want Stump to overhear, so she instructed her uplink to convert it to text.

Blast it, more of the same. He’s healing nicely, but they don’t want to bring him out of the coma yet. At this rate, despite the delay in waiting for the pirates, he might not wake up before I leave the system.

“Bad news, ma’am?” Stump asked, reminding Morgan that she wasn’t alone and she needed to do a better job of hiding her emotions.

“No, just the absence of good news. The other is likely official, I can’t imagine what else Emily would want at the moment.”

Stump twitched at Morgan’s words, likely uncomfortable with Morgan’s familiar form of address toward not only one of the peers of Albion, but one of the most respected and famous of the planet’s Marine Corps as well.

Morgan pulled that one up in text as, noting with annoyance that the message had been sent a few hours before she’d arrived above Albion.

Delayed in transit, or delayed by the military? Almost certainly the latter.

She read it through once, twice, and thrice, each time more upset that the message had not arrived in time to serve as the warning it was intended.

“You seem troubled, ma’am, is there anything I could help with?”

“You tell me, you were there for the award ceremony, so this is probably going to make more sense to you than it would anyone else I might talk to out here.”

Morgan toggled the message back over to the original video, pulling it up on the uplink’s holo display so Stump could see it alongside Morgan.

“Greetings to Commodore Black, with the compliments of the forces of the combined Albion military currently in Zion orbit,” Emily said, her expression betraying not one hint of emotion. “Before I get to the real reason I’m messaging you, an update on the forces of the ad hoc task force under the command of Commodore Bill Brown.”

Morgan couldn’t but help feel renewed amusement about – and sorry for – Bill’s promotion. He hadn’t wanted to get pulled into the military, but with Morgan gone there hadn’t been much choice in the matter. She could clearly imagine him complaining about it to anyone who would listen, in private. She was also certain he’d do a superb job, and with luck wouldn’t see much action.

“With our forces having defended of one of Zion’s most important mercantile stations, at great cost to ourselves, the Zion government has decided to be more forthcoming with materials for repairs, and it looks like we will be able to finish repairs to the frigates and light cruisers within a month. Sally’s repairs will be more extensive, and we still don’t have the materials or machinery necessary to replace the destroyed fusion engine, but apart from that, repairs should finish within two months. It is slower than it might have otherwise been because Takiyama Merchant House has decided to leave the station minimally staffed. All civilians have been evacuated to the surface for the duration. Meanwhile all the freighters on station have launched, maintaining a position in Zion orbit less likely to be reachable by enemy forces, even if they first jump to another planetary body.

“Unfortunately, Zion Command decided against stationing any forces here in the meantime, viewing anything they could spare as insufficient to defend the station against a serious attack while also acting as, effectively, bait tempting the enemy attack again in an attempt to catch forces out of range of support from the main fleet.

“For that reason, our ships will also be leaving Takiyama once repairs are complete. Sally and her assigned ships will travel to Albion, as previously planned, while STEVE will join with the carriers, who are staying in much the same position as Takiyama’s freighters, to make any attack on them difficult to launch.

“That’s the mixed and frustrating news. The good news is it looks like all those injured during the last battle are recovering well, and while several will need reconstructive or bionic surgeries, they should make full recoveries. As we’d already discussed, the death toll was also less than it could have been, less than expected even, for a battle where three cruisers were lost and a carrier severely damaged.

“Knowing you, you’re probably rolling your eyes at my repetition of this fact, but I don’t want you to lose sight of it. I know how hard it is to lose people.

“Now, on to the matter at hand. I cannot discuss upcoming operations openly, secure though this message may be, but I do want to tell you there are plans in motion, both in countering the enemy, and in ensuring that our will to endure, to fight, is not hampered at home. While it is true that we haven’t suffered any defeats in this conflict there have also been precious few victories, with most engagements resulting in stalemates where we trade fire for a time before the enemy withdraws to make good their damage and regroup to try again.

“Attrition warfare is grueling, drawn out, and damaging to morale. There have been victories, however, and the example of those will be held up to bolster confidence in the military by the civilian population we are sworn to defend. As I know from the last war, being in the spotlight is a harsh thing, tiring and awkward and embarrassing all at once, but it is one of the odder things that duty demands of any soldier.

“I am sure you’ll make us all proud. General Davenport, out.”

“That’s the full message, no attached files or anything,” Morgan said, closing down the interface on her uplink. “So what are your comments?”

“Does the corporal have permission to speak freely, ma’am?” Stump asked. “In an unofficial capacity?”

“Of course,” Morgan said. “Though I’m not seeing why that would be necessary.”

“Ma’am, given the ceremony to award you the distinguished service order, her warning is clear, if perhaps late. That ceremony wasn’t simply about the award itself, but the opening part of an effort to make you a hero.”

“Why me? I’m not even from Albion, I’ve spent less than two months on the planet, blast it all. Yes, I’ve been unlucky enough to be forced to fight when the odds were against me, at least in terms of numbers, so what of it? The battles the main fleet have fought were far more dangerous, with far, far more ships involved.”

“Yes, they were, to an extent,” Stump agreed. “But in that sort of general action it is impersonal, chaotic. In two of your battles yours was the only friendly ship present, and for the other two you were in command of the entire squadron. That is easier to understand for a civilian. And those few victories she mentioned? Honestly, I think she’s talking about your victories.”

“I don’t feel like a hero, Corporal.”

Stump shrugged.

“It isn’t about what you feel, or want, ma’am. It is about what the public needs, and right now they need something that reassures them we’re winning. Battle after battle, all we have to show for it is the list of casualties, the list of ships damaged or lost. It can be easy for the public to start thinking we’re losing, because we aren’t making any progress.”

“What does that even mean, make me a hero?”

Another shrug was Stump’s initial answer.

“Make you famous. Tell everyone about your battles, your victories, and how bravely you fought, how well you did with bad odds. Make you seem larger than life. That means having the press there for your ceremony – and how quickly they decided to award it to you, for that matter – is only the beginning. Actually, something the general said answered something I’d wondered about for years.”

“And what was that?”

“The Iron Colonel,” Stump said, snorting in amusement as she said so. “You know the general far better than I do. Can you see her giving herself that name?”

Morgan could only emphatically shake her head. Now that Stump had brought attention to it, it really wasn’t something Emily would have chosen for herself. Far too flashy, too self-aggrandizing.

“And I can’t imagine her tolerating the Marines using it.” Stump snorted again, waving her hand about. “Oh, sure, I can see the Marines coming up with something like that, but that would last about five seconds past the point she caught wind of it. It must have come from higher up, part of a morale boosting exercise.”

“I had wondered about that,” Morgan sighed, massaging her temples with one hand, resisting the urge to simply start banging her head against the table. “I was starting to hope when they didn’t have one ready to go earlier…” Morgan could only shrug.

“I’m sure you’ve heard the saying by now, ma’am. ‘If you can’t take a joke, you shouldn’t have joined.’”

Morgan couldn’t help but laugh at that, more from the association she had for the phrase with Max than anything else, so she gave Stump the same response she usually gave him.

“I didn’t, remember? I got conscripted into this mess.”

“You take that with more humor than I would have expected, ma’am.”

Yeah, I suppose without context, and Max, it isn’t nearly so funny. Morgan sighed. “Inside joke, I suppose. Max my…” Morgan had to pause at a sudden stab of pain in her heart. Still can’t shake the fear he won’t be okay. I don’t think that’s going to change, perhaps not even when I finally see him again. “Max, he would say the same thing, past few months.”

Stump nodded, her eyebrows raising slightly, as if Morgan had said something profound, or that she’d gotten something out of Morgan’s statement more than just the words.

“Unfortunately, ma’am, there isn’t anything you can do about the morale chasers from here, or perhaps at all. If I could suggest, it might be best to focus on the mission at hand. It certainly deserves our focus, important as it is.”

“Do you have any suggestions for better surviving the colour sergeant’s training?”

“Of course, ma’am.”

“Anything you want to share?”

“That would be the Triple D’s, ma’am.”

“Oh? And what would those be?”

“Very technical term. Duck, dodge, and defend.”

Morgan couldn’t help but laugh, glad to see a bit more of the woman beneath Stump’s stern bearing.

“Very helpful, thank you, I’m sure to win every time now.”

“You are most welcome, ma’am.”


Chapter 05

Finally, finally, I’m on my way. It’s been, what, two weeks since I left the station, and before that seven standard years since I snuck away from home, and finally I’m going back, back to return the gift my parents gave me.

Am I a bad person for caring about that so much more than the chance this could end the war?

I’m only one silly girl, fancy uniform or not, awards or not. I’m not even nineteen yet, Earth years, and so many people have so many expectations of me, so many demands. I should be worrying what my daddy is going to think of my boyfriend, not personally responsible for something that could completely change the course of three worlds.

(Silence, punctuated by rhythmic breathing and a sigh at the end)

Okay. Pity party over.

I’m not a silly girl, as tempting as that is.

I’m not a commodore either, not really.

What I am is a merchant marine officer and a mechanic, both jobs that require people put their trust in me to get it right so they can be safe. I won’t shirk responsibility just because it is unfair.

Fair is for the world to come. This life is always going to be unfair.

In a way, that’s a good thing. I’d hate to think everything my parents have suffered was because they deserved it.

- M

 

MORGAN’S MOOD was a swirl of contradicting impulses and emotions, with rapid shifts in which was winning out or which she even wanted to win out.

The bad news, the infuriating news, was that she was being shut out. Two weeks on board, and she’d not spoken to any of the ship’s command staff directly. She’d never even seen the bridge or the combat information center, and she’d not been consulted about any of the mission plans besides the parts the Marines were taking lead on.

It was bad enough that she wasn’t even sure they were going to include her when they got to their destination and were actually talking with her friends whose freighter was going to take them to Hillman.

Morgan hadn’t realized how used she’d become to being in command, not only in charge of herself, but in command of others, and now that she abruptly wasn’t it was more than disconcerting.

On the other hand, she wasn’t in charge of the Marine portion either, and that didn’t bother her the way it did on the naval side of things. The reality was that the Major wasn’t even really calling the shots either. The real person in charge was Colour Sergeant Behm. Oh, he made a show of consulting with the Major, or with Morgan, but that was a polite fiction. It was his squad, and what he said went.

Is it really as simple a difference in that he listens to me before ‘killing’ me in a dozen simulated runs in a row?

I’ve had bosses not listen to me before, in fact that’s an understatement. The Fate’s captain hated my guts. Probably still does, even.

So why is this so much worse?

No, I’m not fooling myself. I know what it is.

They’re putting me out there as a hero on the one hand, and treating me like an incompetent merchie on the other. At least Bogard’s hatred was honest; this is so cynical.

All that aside, however, they were leaving. Had left, in fact. The Victory and her consorts had jumped from Zion orbit and were soon going to emerge from subspace into orbit of Zion.

They were going to Zion first, and then going around most of the planet, to get the proper angle to Caledonia, but that was fine with Morgan, despite the time it added to their journey.

Zion orbit meant real time communications, or close enough to not be noticeable. Oh, sure, all of the people involved in Operation White were prohibited from making any calls, to avoid the chance of sensitive information leaking, but she had a way around that. Morgan couldn’t contact anyone, but Commodore Black could quite easily send a secure message to General Davenport.

And if she sent along a few messages then, that the general could pass along after they’d been checked? So much the better.

Recording a short message for Gertrude and Haruhi had been easy. For Max, well, that had taken her a dozen tries, and even then she’d still cried a bit in the best attempt.

At least this isn’t part of them not trusting their ‘hero’ very much. Same rules apply to everyone.

Morgan sighed, staring at the gray expanse of subspace from her bedroom. Or at least, the holodisplay being fed data from a camera on the outside of the ship. As a proper warship, the Victory had only a small number of viewports, mostly in places like the airlocks.

She couldn’t see the other four carriers, and of course none of the attached warships, but she knew they were out there, traveling in a tight formation with the Victory.

In peacetime it would have been an overwhelming force against anything they would conceivably encounter, but as it was it wasn’t even the third largest formation in the system.

Once they dealt with Hillman’s forces and got to the gate three of the four other carriers would return to Albion, but that was still sixteen starships all told that would be departing, ignoring the piratical forces and the courier ships.

Each of those sixteen had their own destination, which should in theory be perfectly safe – the cruisers and destroyers were traveling to friendly territory – but the possibility that Hillman had forces outside those in its home system and Parlon existed.

There’s a cheery thought. If my people have enough forces to engage three entire space navies at once, it might not matter what we do in the end.

Any way you looked at it, they were taking a risk, but not doing anything was a risk all its own, and almost certainly a larger one.

Morgan felt the subtle shift as the ship dropped out of subspace a moment before the display updated to show the black, with Zion hanging in the distance.

On our way. Now we need to move around the planet to line up a shot for the outermost planet.

I’ve got my message for Max ready to go, so now I only need to get in touch with Emily…

Her uplink chirped at her.

Glancing down, Morgan saw it was a message from Admiral Raje.

I wonder what he wants? Now, after all this time ignoring me. Prodding the acceptance key, she decided to find out. “Black here. What can I do for you, sir?”

“Commodore, I would appreciate it if you could join me on the flag bridge.”

Even when he’s phrasing things as a request it is clear it is really an order. “Of course, sir. I was about to check in with General Davenport while we’re in Zion orbit, but if you need me immediately, I can postpone.” Of course he only stops ignoring me when it will massively inconvenience me. I miss when I thought of him as grandfatherly.

“I don’t think that will be necessary, though there isn’t any time to dawdle. We’re going to be able to make better time around Zion than we did Albion, given the geometry, so we’ll be heading back into subspace within the hour.”

So be there well before that point? Fair enough. “I’m sure I’ll be able to join you in a half hour at most, sir.”

“Very well, Raje out.”

The line closed, leaving Morgan alone once more.

I’d better get my skinsuit on as well. I don’t know how long I’ll be with the admiral, and there is still a good chance we’ll have to fight the forces Hillman left at the gate.

Stretching as she stood up, Morgan shut the display down and headed over to the suit cleaning unit built into the wall.

I know I said I need to check in with Emily, but she won’t know we’re here yet. Better message her and get the suit sorted while I wait, in case there is a delay. That will give me the most leeway before heading to the flag bridge.

Better send one to Stump as well, seeing as how I don’t know where the flag bridge is, and I don’t know where she is either, at the moment.

Morgan laughed for a moment, amused by her own ignorance.

I don’t even really know what a flag bridge is, beyond a vague idea that it is different than the normal bridge and combat information center that also serves as backup for the bridge.

At a guess, something to do with commanding a fleet? I do at least know that Admiral Raje is in command of the fleet as a group, and not the Victory specifically, or even just the Victory’s complement of ships.

Morgan sent a quick message to Emily asking for a secure line to talk, then hauled her skinsuit out – the armored one, not her civilian model – and started the familiar process of getting it on, slowed a bit by the armored plates and the suit’s overall less flexible design.

She was finishing up when her uplink informed her Emily was contacting her.

That was fast, good. I was almost afraid she’d be in a meeting or something and not available at all.

“Commodore Black, how are you doing?” Emily opened with as Morgan pulled up the call on the uplink while walking back out into the main room and linking it to the large holotank. Her face was the normal stern one she showed the world, then slipping a bit as a smile crossed her lips. “Or am I talking to Morgan?”

“Morgan for the moment, though I have to go back to being the commodore soon,” Morgan answered.

“Good. How are you doing? What I’m hearing about Max has been great news, even if you’ll be gone before he wakes, I am sorry to say.”

“I’m… yeah, I’m a little sad about that, okay a lot sad, but at least he is going to wake up. Sending messages to him and Gertrude isn’t the main reason I contacted you, though.”

“Oh?”

“Emily, they made my breasts bigger!”

Emily made a little ‘ah’ sound, nodding slightly as she said it. That she didn’t even ask what Morgan was talking about confirmed several things Morgan had suspected, including where they’d gotten the footage from in the first place, seeing as how Sally was still out of their normal reach above Zion rather than Albion.

Not to mention the fact that any request for any data, up until she left for Albion, should have gone through her, and any request afterwards should have gone through Bill.

“Is that all they did? It wasn’t, was it? Let me guess. I saw the original recording for myself, after all. Oh, and I have to say, your little speech was impressive, legitimately. Anyway, my bet would be makeup and fancier hair.”

“Yes! And they put shoes on my feet, which okay, I guess I understand that. Doesn’t matter much anyway. They also made my dress look tighter and with thinner fabric in the skirt. Silly thing billows in the nonexistent wind as I walk into the CIC.”

“They went that far, did they? I don’t think they ever did that with recordings of me. Maybe they thought trying to make me look traditionally feminine was a lost cause?” Emily paused for a moment, a tiny smile playing on her lips. “Not that they need to make you look traditionally feminine, dear. You do already, they simply highlighted what was already there.”

“Emily, my blasted boobs. What in the world are they playing at?”

Morgan was taken aback by the emotion of her own outburst.

I guess I’m a lot angrier about this than I thought.

Emily sighed.

“They’re trying to keep the people from panicking. Having met more than a few of the morale officers over the years, they think they’re doing you a favor. They don’t think they’re asking much of you in return for making you famous, make people love you.”

“There isn’t a cup requirement to be a hero, Emily. And besides, they’re not making people love me, but what they think I am. And how many people died so I can get the privilege of playing hero?”

“Too many. It is always too many.”

“Yes. Yes it is.”

Morgan found her anger slipping away, replaced by grief, both of a very personal sort, but also in general for all those she’d lost.

That was made all the worse for the guilt at feeling grief that Max had been hurt. He’d be fine, he was already recovering, even.

“I want to complain about this some more. I really do,” Morgan said with a sigh.

“It sounds like your heart isn’t in it,” Emily pointed out. “I know what you’re feeling. Probably better than anyone else within a few light years could.”

“I know. Doesn’t make me feel much better, at least not right now.”

“I understand. Look on the bright side. At least you’ll be far away before they release the report on the award ceremony. If you are really lucky it might not even be until you return.”

“How’s that? They seemed in a big rush to get it ready; didn’t they release it weeks ago?”

Emily blew out a breath with some force behind it.

“They haven’t, I thought you knew that, though I should have realized you’d be out of communication because of the mission. To be blunt, they wanted to be sure to have it ready in case you don’t return. That said, they aren’t releasing it yet precisely because you are leaving, and where you are going. They won’t risk the report being seen by any third party who might themselves leave the system in the near future.”

Oh, blast it, why didn’t I think of that? If Hillman officers on their ships see it, they’ll be able to tell I’m from Hillman, not only because of how I look, but the last bit of my accent I never was able to get rid of. And if they report home about it, before I finish the infiltration… “I’m glad they thought of that,” Morgan said, absolutely earnest in the praise.

“Quite.”

“One last question. Am I going to need to be careful about what I wear in public, what I do? Changes they made; I shudder to think what they would have done if I’d been wearing a dress with even a hint of cleavage showing.”

“Yes… and no. It is illegal on Albion to alter any recordings of public figures in that way. Private citizens too, for that matter. If you get recognized in public expect a warm welcome, but anything shown by the press will be unaltered.”

“Emily, they’re showing altered holos of me already. Or they will be… you know what I mean. The first shovelful of dirt out of the shaft will be that award ceremony, and the altered recording.”

“Ah, but it wasn’t the press that altered the recording, was it? Oh, and just in case you didn’t think of it, the press at the event were real, but I’ll bet the people operating the recording equipment were military. Expect the recording of you getting the award to get the same treatment as the recording of the battle.”

“That’s great. Really lovely, Emily. Why am I working so hard to help protect these outstanding people, again?”

Emily gave Morgan a rare smile.

“Because of all the other innocent people who don’t know what the people serving them do, in the name of serving them.”

“Are you telling me they’re right to do this, ‘for the greater good’?” Morgan’s lip curled up in disgust as she said it, but she didn’t care that Emily would be able to see, even if the disgust might partially be directed at Emily herself.

“No, I’m not saying that. There are many things I don’t agree with, but can understand. Most things, even, some days. Take your homeworld. Why do you think they’re doing this?”

“Power. Greed. Take your pick. Plenty of negative emotions to choose from.”

“That’s part of it, sure. Part of it, at least a small part, is their desire to be free.”

“Free? Free of what? They treat us like slaves so they could live it up on that station of theirs.”

“Yes, they do. They’re also trapped on that station, maybe even more than you were down on the planet. Again, I’m not saying they are right – they absolutely are not – but I can still understand them. There were so many better options, including terraforming and colonization. I know there aren’t any good candidates in the Malebolge system; that’s part of why it was named that by the survey team in the first place, but there are uninhabited systems nearby.” Emily chuckled. “There are uninhabited systems nearby for every system we have settled. Mankind got lazy at some point, I fear.”

“Wait, what do you mean about the name of the system?”

“What, Malebolge? They never taught you the story behind that name?”

Morgan shrugged.

“They never really taught us the name in the first place. They tended to focus on all the important things named after Sam Hill.”

“That doesn’t surprise me, honestly. I can quite easily imagine the earliest leaders’ annoyance at being unable to change the name of the system, even as they changed the name of the planet.”

“They changed the name of…” Morgan cut herself off with a shake of her head. “Of course the planet wasn’t called Hillman before Sam Hill settled it. What was it called, and what is the story behind the names? Any why couldn’t they change the name of the system?”

“Last question first – they could, technically, but no one outside the system would go along with it, simply as a matter of clarity and record keeping. The system names were laid down by Earth’s survey corps and standardized for all the groups coming after. Anyone with a burning desire to name a star system would have to get to exploring, not that anyone is making new drone recon vessels at this late date. In any case, before the planet was called Hillman, its name was Cocytus. You’ll probably find it fitting, the meaning. In an incredibly old book Cocytus was the name for the deepest part of Hell. Malebolge was the next deepest part, the ninth and eighth rings, respectively. I forget what Malebolge means, but Cocytus means lamentation.

“The survey team picked those because of how desolate the system is, and how inhospitable Hillman is. They didn’t expect anyone to want to live in the place, otherwise they would almost certainly have picked happier names.”

“Wow, I, uh… I’m not sure what I think of that.” Morgan glanced over to the wall clock. “I’m afraid I must get going. I need to meet with the admiral.” She sent the messages she’d recorded earlier across to Emily. “There’re the messages for everyone. When you see him tell him I’ll be home soon, and that he’d better be feeling better, so we can go back to sparring.”

“Sparring, is it?” Emily said, with more than a little amusement visible in her expression, including one corner of her lips curled upwards in an almost smile. “I’ll pass that along.”

“Goodbye, Emily. Wish me luck.”

“I’ll pray for you,” Emily responded as Morgan terminated the line.

***

Without Stump leading the way, Morgan was certain she would have gotten lost at least once trying to reach the flag bridge. The Victory didn’t have the most convoluted layout she’d seen, but even a fraction of the Takiyama Station’s chaotic complexity was more than enough to confuse anyone unfamiliar with its layout.

From what Morgan could see as they walked there were at least three reasons behind the ship’s roundabout way of routing the corridors.

The first Morgan could glean by simple observation, coupled with her experience working on starships. Put simply, the ship was designed with almost as much redundant capability as STEVE was, and that meant a lot of the interior space was taken up by equipment that required any crew spaces to route around them.

The second was related to the first. There were obvious points every hundred meters or so set up with emergency bulkheads to seal off damaged portions of the ship and to prevent atmosphere loss in the case of a breach in the hull.

The third reason, though, didn’t occur to her until they’d backtracked for the third time to reach a ladder down to the next level.

These detours weren’t necessary for reasons one or two, and all they seemed to do was make getting anywhere take slightly longer, while resulting in several narrower areas and places with sharp turns in the corridor.

The ship is designed to repel boarders. Not just in making it hard for those unfamiliar with the ship to navigate either. I’ve not even seen most of the ship yet, but I’ll bet getting anywhere important requires going past natural chokepoints or easily defensible areas. Amazingly useful if you are boarded, but a pain in the butt at all other times.

That does track with what I’ve experienced since being conscripted, I suppose. Making things harder under favorable circumstances doesn’t bother them if it makes things easier under combat conditions.

At last, they reached the flag bridge, and before Morgan even had a chance to take in the room beyond a general impression that it was similar to the one on STEVE, the admiral was beckoning her over, then nudging her into a room attached to the side of the bridge, one that clearly was the admiral’s office.

“Commodore,” he started with no preamble or pleasantries as he settled into his large and comfortable looking chair, “I have what I will freely admit is an unpalatable job for you, but there isn’t anyone else on the Victory who can do it.”

It is always something, is it not? “I’m listening, sir.”

“As I said, we’re going to be heading back into subspace within the hour. As such we need to start getting the former prisoners ready to disembark.”

Oh no, I know where this is headed. Unpalatable doesn’t even begin to describe how terrible an assignment this is.

Obviously unaware of her inner thoughts – thoughts Morgan struggled to keep from her expression – the admiral continued.

“We’ll be keeping almost all of them confined until after the enemy vessels at the gate are dealt with, of course, but their leader insists she be released now, so she can ensure any last-minute details with her ships are ironed out.”

Of course she does. And knowing her she insisted a high-ranking officer attend her, didn’t she?

“She insists we not, and I quote, ‘fob some awkward baby ensign on’ her.”

Morgan couldn’t suppress her sigh any longer.

“I am not surprised by that, sir. I take it my orders are to keep an eye on her, get her what she needs, if reasonable?”

“Exactly. Commodore Gomesh is understandably otherwise occupied, and the only other officer of appropriate rank on board is Major Stevens. Since you do have some experience dealing with her… unique personality, I think that you will have a better chance of handling her without causing an incident than the Major, especially given his rather direct personality.”

I guess the rear admiral on your staff isn’t up to this? “Can I speak my mind, Admiral?”

“You may speak freely.”

“My overwhelming desire to shoot her – again I might add – seems likely to cause an incident,” Morgan said, as bluntly as she could, before adding a belated, “Sir.”

“And you have plenty of personal reasons to want to do so, I won’t deny that. You also have plenty of personal reasons to ensure this goes smoothly, and a track record of cool-headedness. As unlikely as it sounds, she also seems less willing to needle you than she is everyone else.”

“You’re right, sir, that does sound incredibly unlikely.”

“Unlikely or not, that has been our very trying experience in dealing with her. I am convinced that if it wasn’t her own freedom at stake, she’d have provoked some officer somewhere along the line into doing something quite drastic to her. Or with her. Maybe she factors in the fact that you have shot her before into her little games.”

“Since I’m still speaking freely, sir, I wish we didn’t need to deal with her at all. Once she’s free she’s going to cause trouble for someone else.”

“Yes, she likely will. That is unfortunate, but unavoidable. Her ships are causing trouble for our mining operations, and more importantly the people those operations represent. Furthermore, getting her to leave will free up two more carrier groups to reinforce our position. With the changes in how we’re deployed so we can more easily support Zion – and Zion support us – that is even more important now than it was when you initially negotiated with her.”

Morgan wanted to ask about those changes in deployment, but that would have to wait. Especially if she was supposed to babysit a psychopath for the next few hours.

“Very well, sir. If there is nothing else?”

“That will be all. But, do be cautious, Commodore. I don’t want things falling apart this close to the finish line.”

“Understood, Admiral.”

Morgan retreated back the way she had come, picking up Corporal Stump from where she’d been standing at attention outside the bridge.

“I take it there is somewhere else you need go now, Commodore?”

Unfortunately. “Yes, we need to go visit one of the prisoners, the leader of the privateers.”

“Very good, ma’am. If you’ll follow me this way.”

***

Morgan walked to the quarters that had been assigned to Akul with enough trepidation that she was annoyed with herself.

All she can do is talk, and this is how I act? I’ve bested her before, and then I forced her to terms. If anything, she should fear me.

Focus on the positive. She’s going to board her carrier in a few short hours, and then I’ll never see her again.

“Corporal, are you armed?” Morgan asked, very quietly, during a stretch of the walk when they had the corridor to themselves.

“Ma’am?”

“Are you armed?”

“Ma’am, I’m on a warship during a time of war. Of course I’m armed.”

“Good. Good,” Morgan said, lapsing into silence again with a frown.

Stump didn’t say anything for a hundred meters or so, but then paused and turned to face Morgan.

“Why do you ask, ma’am? My understanding was that the prisoner is about to be released, sent on her way along with her ships.”

“Yes, she is. She’s also the single most dangerous person I’ve had the misfortune to meet, and I was once kidnapped by professional assassins. Assassins we eventually found out, she hired in the first place.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, ma’am. To be clear, you aren’t ordering me to shoot her, are you?”

“No. I want her gone, along with her ‘privateer’ scum. That means playing nice with her for a little while. I can do that. What I won’t do is let my guard down around her.”

“Understood, ma’am.”

They walked in silence a few minutes longer, until their destination came into view.

Morgan hadn’t been there before, but that this was in fact their destination was evident because of the heavy-duty hatch locked from the outside.

And the pair of Marine guards, who were notably both women.

Said Marine guards came to attention as Morgan and Stump approached, not that they had been inattentive previous to that moment.

Both women. Privacy issue, or was she trying to seduce the men?

What am I saying, the only person she’s capable of loving is herself. She’d try either way.

“Ma’am, the guest is waiting for you. Her skinsuit was retrieved from her belongings on the admiral’s orders, and delivered to her twenty minutes ago,” the senior of the two, a lance corporal, said. “She asked about watching the confrontation from the bridge, which was roundly rejected. The admiral did agree to let her watch from one of the observation rooms, with a scrubbed sensor feed. We will also accompany you, ma’am.”

“An honor guard, I’m sure,” Morgan said dryly.

“Just so, ma’am,” the corporal said without even a hint of emotion betrayed in her expression.

“All right then. Let me in, please. Stump, stay out here, but keep an eye on things.”

The junior Marine present stepped to the controls, entering a passcode before stepping back to her position as the hatch opened.

Morgan didn’t bother announcing herself. She was expected, and she didn’t want to start off the exchange asking Akul for anything, even something as inconsequential as ‘can I come in.’

Morgan immediately regretted her decision, as the first thing she was presented with upon entry was Akul displayed on the couch with her skinsuit on the ground before her, absolutely naked save for her eyepatch.

“How scandalous, Commodore, walking in uninvited. Nothing you haven’t seen before, I suppose, but what will the Marines think?”

Morgan refused to avert her gaze – that was undoubtedly what Akul wanted, and even if it wasn’t, taking one’s eyes off a venomous snake coiled to strike was the act of a fool.

“If I had knocked, you’d have told me to enter without moving a muscle otherwise. You’ve been sitting there, preening, for the last twenty minutes waiting for me to arrive, all to get a rise out of me. Put your suit on, or not. I don’t care.”

“Oh, duckling, this is why I like you so much. It gets boring, everyone dancing to my tune without the slightest resistance.”

“How wonderful for you. We will go to the observation room once you’re ready. Let the Marines know when you’re dressed, and they’ll open the hatch.”

“You’re going to abandon me so soon? Such rudeness,” Akul said as Morgan backed up to the hatch, moving to leave, still without presenting her back to Akul.

“As you yourself pointed out, to do otherwise would be scandalous,” Morgan echoed, stepping clear of the frame, and nodding for the Marines to close it.

“Has she been doing those kinds of things this whole time?” Morgan asked, after the heavy hatch had clanged shut.

“Yes, ma’am,” the lance corporal answered, a slight tightening at the corners of her lips being the only clue as to what the Marine thought of that.

***

Akul didn’t signal the Marines until a few minutes after the ship reentered subspace, leaving the four of them standing around in the corridor for nearly half an hour.

This was predictable, petty, and ultimately harmless. Akul was trying to reassert dominance by making them wait, but the only real consequence of her actions was that they didn’t have to suffer through her infuriating presence.

She’s tried to kill me on several occasions and somehow she still thinks not having her in front of me is a punishment fit to show me her importance. What a small world she lives in, filled with massive ego and narcissism and trillions of cardboard cutouts in place of breathing, thinking people.

Morgan had no doubt she’d have made them wait even longer, but the trip to Caledonia was not a long one, and Akul assuredly didn’t want to miss the events at the gate.

Thankfully, the observation room was not far distant from the holding areas, and they were able to travel there in a silence marred only by the self-assured smirk on Akul’s lips.

The room itself was smaller than Morgan would have liked, with present company, but objectively was larger than it probably had any right to be, on a warship.

The probability that it would be used by visiting dignitaries or high-ranking officials likely had something to do with that.

The level of comfort in the furnishings certainly reflected that eventuality.

The Marine guards took up positions standing to either side of the hatch, and Corporal Stump sat down nearby the pair.

That left Morgan and Akul seated at the opposite ends of the long couch that ran along the back wall.

“Do you think the defenders likely to fight?” Akul asked, turning toward Morgan with her whole body and placing both gauntleted hands on her knees. “I would think not, but surely the famous Admiral Raje would have better intel on them, and a better feel for them as well.”

If you’re interested in Raje’s opinion, why ask me? Morgan thought, but she said nothing. She wasn’t sure what Akul was after, but it was nothing Morgan would enjoy.

“Do you enjoy watching the ship slip into subspace, or out of it?” Akul didn’t visibly react to Morgan’s lack of comment, instead leaning farther toward her like they were old friends gossiping, and not prisoner and guard, however temporary.

Still offering no reply, Morgan slightly shifted to be looking more toward the holotank, showing for the moment an exterior view of the area immediately in front of the ship. The gray expanse of subspace still unsettled Morgan a little, but anything she could do to discourage Akul was worth it.

Not that Morgan thought there was much that could discourage the pirate, short of shooting her again.

Akul sighed dramatically, evidently giving up on the conspiratorial whisper as she lay back, sprawling out along the couch.

This put her foot quite close to Morgan’s leg, but it wasn’t touching her, not quite, so Morgan ignored it.

“I’ll admit I didn’t like the transition, not for years. The first time I saw subspace I was a captive on a pirate vessel, though nothing so grand as this ship or the Sanguine Rose. Now that’s a ship to travel in style in. Beauty coupled with enough teeth to take on anyone, such a lovely combination.”

Too bad your Sanguine Rose is the Sally now, and won’t ever be yours again.

“At any rate, that was a bad time for me. Taken from my family, all innocent and unsure and unaware, and forced to live among pirates and cutthroats.”

“No,” Morgan answered, shaking her head as she was compelled to answer despite herself.

“No? Whatever do you mean by that, duckling? You don’t want to hear about my brutal start in life, how scared I was, how abused? Afraid that you might understand me a little better?”

“No, it didn’t happen that way,” Morgan said, suppressing a weary sigh. “If it had you wouldn’t be telling me about it now. There isn’t much you’ve ever said that was truthful, of course, but this is one of the more transparent lies you’ve told.”

“Oh, really? And why are you so sure of that, duckling?”

“Because it makes you look weak and pitiable. How did you phrase it? ‘No one gets anything besides by taking it, from the universe itself or the people in it.’”

“Something like that, I suppose,” Akul said with a short, barking laugh.

“You look down on people who were born smart or pretty. You talked of earning your beauty. It probably was the most honest thing you’ve ever said to me, twisted as the logic is. No, you were never a kidnapped child falling in with her captors. You chose this life, probably starting by running away from home because you thought you weren’t pretty enough or smart enough to make it, so you relied on your ruthlessness and complete disregard for others.”

Akul was, astonishingly, quiet for several moments, but then her self-assured smirk returned, and she laughed, stretching out on the couch more so she could nudge Morgan’s leg with her foot.

“I’ll not deny your little deduction might have merit, but I won’t confirm it either. More fun to leave you wondering if you got it right.”

Out of the corner of her eye Morgan saw the change of colors in the holotank as the ship dropped back into normal space, the gray giving way to black, the white lights of stars replacing the red.

“So close, the system gate, and yet so far. We can’t possibly take the defenders by surprise, but what will they do? Run away like cowards, or fight, and end it all in a rush of violence?” Akul seemed almost giddy at the thought, despite the real risk to herself it posed, as well as the fact that she’d not be participating in any of that violence.

“Is there a point to all of this?” Morgan asked, knowing she was making a mistake in asking. She’s too good at getting under my skin, blast it. “Beyond the simple joy you take in hearing your own voice, I mean.”

“Oh, duckling, must I have a reason for everything I do?”

“I suspect you have two or three reasons for everything you do,” Morgan replied with a snort.

“I’m so glad you are getting to know me better, duckling. Though not quite everything I do has multiple reasons. Some things are purely for the fun of it, of course.”

“Our definitions of fun are rather incompatible, I’m sure,” Morgan said, keeping her condemnation as vague and bland as possible only because of how important the blasted deal was.

 “Oh, I’m sure we could find a thing or three we both find pleasurable,” Akul sighed dramatically, sitting up in such a way as to place herself farther down the couch, closer to Morgan. “That will have to wait, more’s the pity. Right now, though, I’m trying to help you.” Morgan’s face must have been easier to read than she’d tried for, as Akul gave her a wide, insincere smile, and continued. “Truly, duckling, I am. Whatever else has gone on, that a duckling like you has come so close to becoming a swan is intriguing. I’m mildly curious to see what happens next. A few pointers about tactics and strategy for space combat, well,” she shrugged, her smile growing wider and showing more teeth, “I am amused by it, and it doesn’t demand much of me, beyond straining my poor voice, so why not?”

“And if I don’t want to be tutored by someone whose lesson one is likely to be ‘toss all the witnesses out the airlock?’”

“Perish the thought!” Akul said with mock severity, clutching one hand to her bosom. “That is a downright terrible suggestion, duckling, one I would never make.”

“I have my doubts on that,” Morgan replied with a frown.

“You wound me. I am not so… so wasteful. Tell me, when you were asked to clean up your toys as a child, did you dump them all in the garbage to be done with it? Of course not. The proper course of action is only throwing away that which is broken and cannot be mended, or that can’t be put to some other use.”

Even if I didn’t know she was really talking about people, that would still be creepy. What is she really after? “I never left a mess to be cleaned up, that I recall.” I never had enough toys to make a mess with.

“That sounds too boring for you, duckling, but you are also boring enough to be truthful, so perhaps I’ll believe you. No matter, you get my point. But let’s move on to something more interesting and see what Hillman’s ships are up to. A visual feed is of little use at these distances.”

“Very well, give me a moment to find the controls,” Morgan said, leaving unsaid, maybe it will shut you up for a few moments, if I’m lucky.

Hold on, let’s do this instead of fumbling about and making myself look foolish.

Turning to the Marine guards, Morgan raised an eyebrow, gesturing toward the holo with a tilt of her head.

Nodding, the senior guard turned to the control panel adjacent to the hatch, making a few adjustments. Within a few moments the image was replaced with a simplistic representation of nearby space, though a rather crowded one despite that simplicity.

Victory herself was the center of the display, with the other carriers arrayed around her in a diamond pattern. Beyond them were all the cruisers, and before them the much smaller cluster of enemy ships not far from the gate.

Behind the Victory there was an even larger grouping of ships that were accelerating far more slowly, while also being individually far smaller and far more vulnerable.

More courier ships than I thought there would be. Did we pick up the ones that were hiding behind Zion as well? If we didn’t, we should have. Not that anyone asked – or told – me anything about it.

I doubt even Hillman would risk breaking the interstellar laws about holding courier ships absolutely neutral and untouchable, though technically by the rules they should have been allowed to leave this whole time as well, so perhaps not.

Either way, better for them to hang back. An accidental hit on one of those eggshells will destroy them as thoroughly as an intentional one would.

Akul made a sound of disappointment, as the icons representing Hillman’s forces began moving away from the gate, but not toward Albion’s fleet.

“I’d need to check the system map to be sure, but that looks like they’re headed around the gravity well to a position where they can jump to Eriu.”

“They might not be running.” The comment came from Stump, who had been so quiet up to that point Morgan had nearly forgotten she was there.

It seemed Akul had as well, judging by how sharply she turned toward the Marine with an eyebrow raised.

That’s practically a startle reaction, from a snake like Akul whose every move is calculated.

“No, they might not be,” Akul admitted. Admitted far more readily than Morgan would have expected, in fact. “But does our resident commodore know what else they might be doing?”

Ah, that’s why she conceded. A fresh chance to make me feel insecure for the mismatch between my experience and my rank.

That I can’t let slide, not in front of Stump. She’s not only my assistant, she’s one of the Marines who will be going with me to Hillman. If she loses confidence in me that could easily spread to the rest of them.

Akul won’t know that, of course, but she’d never pass up an opportunity like this regardless.

“It still moves them away from us, which buys them time,” Morgan answered, hoping she was successful in making her statement sound confident, and not that she was working her way through the implications out loud, which was what she was actually doing. “They could be hoping to stay out of our reach long enough to get reinforcements, but that’s a very weak safety line to cling to. Their main fleet won’t see what’s going on here for something like five hours, given how far away we are.”

Morgan took a closer look at how the ships were arrayed, where the carriers were.

“If they send off a carrier by itself, leave the rest here, they could cut that down by quite a lot, of course, but that is also very risky. We could be on the stragglers before that, and their reinforcements could find themselves jumping into the teeth of our guns. We’d be firing at them before they’d even have time to register where we were or even that we weren’t their own ships.

“Worse, they won’t know for sure when the reinforcements will arrive, and that means in order to be in position to join forces they’d need to stay nearly stationary, which would make them even more vulnerable to us overwhelming them.”

“A bit unpolished, duckling, as far as analysis goes, but not terrible,” Akul said with a small smirk, before amending, “Not entirely. You forgot the danger to us, if they try to hold out and we move to ambush reinforcements.”

“You mean that we’d have to be moving slowly for the same reasons? I didn’t forget that at all. We wouldn’t need to stay still, just stay in easy weapons range of their likely transition point. We could circle around that point, coming no closer than, oh, thirty thousand kilometers, and moving as fast as the ships could handle while circling at that distance.

“We’d know the instant they drop into normal space, and they’d effectively be at rest compared to us.”

“Hmm,” was all Akul said to Morgan’s rebuttal.

I may be new at this, you self-absorbed monster, but don’t you dare assume I’ve not been doing everything I can to learn what I need to, as fast as I possibly can.

“It looks like we won’t need to test those assumptions, ma’ams,” Stump offered, pointing to the display. “Their lighter combatants are moving to dock with the carriers.”

“So they are,” Akul said, suddenly turning from the holo with a sneer on her face and the barest hint of a disappointed sigh. “Well then, they’ve proved themselves a bore after all. Whatever shall we talk about while we wait for them to decamp, and wait for my men to arrive?

“Why don’t you tell me of the admiral,” Akul said, her normal predatory grin returning to her face. “Such a fascinating man in his own right, all the things he’s done. I’d heard of his exploits even when we were still operating mostly on the other side of the populated galaxy, you know. Years before any portion of the myth around the ‘Iron Colonel’ reached us, in fact.”

Your attempt to needle me about my lack of experience failed, so now you’re trying to make me uncomfortable about the admiral shutting me out? Are you simply more transparent than you used to be, or am I really coming to understand you better?

Glancing about Morgan could see the grimaces Stump and the guards were not trying to disguise or hide.

Their thoughts on the matter are clear enough, though their reasons for not wanting to discuss Raje might be a tad different from my own. “I’m surprised you haven’t talked with him yourself, as important as you are. Surely nothing I could add about him would compare to your observations of the man?”

“Still, I’d be delighted to hear your take on him,” Akul pressed, somehow making the unsaid ‘if you even know enough to have one,’ quite clear.

“Gossip about my superior officer? How scandalous,” Morgan said, shaking her head, and more than a little happy at throwing one of Akul’s own accusations back at her. “I’m afraid not. My opinion of the admiral will remain simply that, mine.”

“Well, we simply must talk about something, duckling,” Akul said, pouting as she said so.

Morgan resisted rolling her eyes, but it was a close thing.

“Very well, if we can’t talk shop, how about more personal matters? Tell me about that boy of yours, little Max, wasn’t it? All I heard about him was tinged by Linda’s abortive infatuation with him, so my picture of him is skewed, I’m sure. Surely you, the one he chose, would be better able to sing his praises, yes?”

Morgan could feel the blood draining from her face, and as she fought to keep her face passive, her hands clenched into fists tightly enough her nails would have been drawing blood, had she not been wearing skinsuit gauntlets.

No. No. Don’t let her win. Don’t let her goad you. She wants to taint things, taint you, or him. I have every right to ‘keep things professional’ and she can’t make me say anything I don’t want to. I have the power here, not her.

“Are you all right, duckling? You look a little ill, was it something I said?”

“No, it’s nothing,” Morgan said, taking in a deep breath and plastering on a smile of her own. “I was only thinking, it is a pity that you didn’t avail yourself of the opportunity of getting to know people, genuinely get to know them, and instead treat everything and everyone as a tool or a toy. You had an opportunity to get to know a great man, but you squandered it, and now you’ll never have the chance again.”

Akul’s reply was an even wider smile, moving directly into launching her next verbal attack at Morgan, even as Hillman’s ships crawled away, glacially slow against the vastness of a star system.

Taking another deep breath, Morgan readied herself for whatever that would be, reminding herself that she only had to endure a few hours more and Akul would be gone from Parlon, gone forever unless she wanted a short walk out an open airlock.


Chapter 06

We’ve not talked in more than two weeks now, since I left the station, but it is only now that it truly feels like I’ve left, as we jump for Kaledon. When I left Hillman, I was so shocked by how radically different everything was, so numb, that I didn’t feel the loss of my parents as keenly I had thought I would.

That came later, of course, in the first weeks on Zion, the long days of school and work and more work before we met.

This time I don’t have that comforting numbness to make the separation less. Knowing what Max will be going through makes it so much worse, especially added to the fact that I’m leaving you all behind in the middle of a literal war zone.

I know Haruhi will be safe, or as safe as anyone is, but you’re still on STEVE, still out there with the warships and the madmen.

(Snorting laugh)

Odd that I’m more worried about you and Max than I am myself. His treatments will be painful, I’m told, but entirely routine. Yes, you’re on STEVE, but they’re keeping him on the far side of the planet with the carriers, as far from the fighting as they can manage.

Meanwhile I’m headed directly for the man ultimately responsible for it all, straight through all his defenses.

- M

 

MORGAN ONCE again had several ice packs tucked tightly against various parts of her body, but the aches and pains bothered her less than they had.

There were several reasons for that, each a good sign in their own way.

Familiarity was part of it, to be sure, simply her body getting used to the strenuous training, which of course was the whole point of the training in the first place.

Common sense prevailing was another – they’d adjusted things at her request, and now she had the long hours of instruction first each day, and the physical training afterward, so she could properly cool down and relax her body.

There certainly are some perks to rank. Like that hot tub in (female) flag officer gym that all the signs insist is entirely and solely a therapeutic device. Better, since I’m the only woman on board above the rank of lt. commander, I have it to myself. 

The third was mental, the fact that she could see the end in sight. They’d be dropping out of subspace within the hour, and from there it hopefully would be a simple matter to rendezvous with her friends.

Based on the itinerary she’d been given in their last message, the Victory wouldn’t even have to go all the way to the inner system and the planet of Kaledon but could head to the system gate directly.

Won’t make much difference in the initial rendezvous, we’ll need to make a short subspace jump to the system gate as much as we would Kaledon. Leaving once we transfer over, on the other hand, will be a lot quicker.

Even better, since they would be dealing with Morgan’s friends, Admiral Raje had required her presence on the flag bridge at last, to talk with the merchant freighter once they arrived.

Checking her uplink, Morgan noted she’d have to get her skinsuit on soon, and she ended the holo that was playing after sending the information about where she was to her uplink.

She’d be free of the tutors once they transferred to the freighter – the civilian experts weren’t about to risk their lives in coming along – but the holos she’d have to keep up with until they arrived in Malebolge.

The news wasn’t all good, of course. In a few minutes when she headed to the bridge it would be the first time she’d be in the same room as the admiral since being sent to babysit Akul, and while Morgan wasn’t sure, it felt like the Marines had picked up on how little regard the Navy personnel had for her. Apart from Stump, she only saw most of the Marines every third day. Her training alternated between firearm practice, physical training under the colour sergeant’s tutelage, and running drills of various parts of their planned mission. Outside of training she didn’t run into them much at all, due to things like the holos she had to work through. All that was to say, she didn’t interact with them enough for her to expect them to have become friends, but even taking into account how much time they did spend together, they were standoffish. Morgan had hoped the boasting session in the mess hall would have broken the ice, but it hadn’t.

Or maybe it had cracked it, and they simply were amazingly hard to get close to?

Whatever the answer, it was frustrating.

I’ll have to talk with Stump, see what I can do to get them to accept me more fully. Maybe being away from the Victory and her crew will help?

Sighing, Morgan stood up, stretching out her back to an accompaniment of popping bones, and walked over to the freezer Stump had appropriated for her ice packs with only a slight limp.

That done, she retreated to her bedroom and donned her suit.

When she exited back out into the main room, Corporal Stump was waiting for her, having appeared from wherever it was she’d been squirreled away.

She’s always at hand when I need her, but she doesn’t stick around for the holos.

Not that I blame her. I’d rather not watch them myself. Beyond how terrible all the characters are, and how little the people making the things realize it, they simply aren’t good as stories either.

“The Victory will soon arrive, ma’am.”

“Yes, she will. Shall we head to the flag bridge, then?”

“Right this way, ma’am,” Stump replied with a slight incline of her head.

Stump’s guidance was barely necessary at this point, for while Morgan had only been on the flag bridge the once, she’d walked by it most days as she returned from her lessons. That didn’t seem to matter to Stump, of course, and while Morgan hadn’t learned much about the other Marines, she had learned that Stump could be astoundingly stubborn about what she considered her duty or responsibility, regardless of what any senior officer might say about the matter.

That seemed to go doubly for Morgan, though of course the corporal was also unfailingly polite and proper.

She certainly could teach a class about how to get what you want without technically being insubordinate or disobeying orders.

Then again, thinking on most of the chiefs on STEVE, I think they teach the skills to all the new non-coms without the officers noticing. Probably have been since before we left Earth.

***

The flag bridge was noticeably busier than it had been the previous time, noisier too. Morgan hung back by the hatch, taking a long moment to look things over now that she had a chance.

The room’s layout was remarkably similar to the bridges of the merchant vessels she’d been on, though still obviously larger and with more stations.

Morgan was surprised to see a station with the typical layout for astrogation, for the moment sitting unused, but then it occurred to her it was simply more redundancy for the ship. They shouldn’t need to man such a station, not when the primary controls on the bridge already had a full set of backups in the combat information center, but then she had her own experiences on Sally to use as a counter example. With the bridge totally destroyed they’d been able to shift to using the CIC without an issue, but if that had taken a hit, they’d have been vulnerable while the survivors tried to set up new controls, likely in the main engineering spaces.

Across the room from astrogation she saw another station for controlling the weapons, likewise unmanned at present.

Apart from that, and the hatch leading to the admiral’s private office, the only other major difference she noted was that there were extra stations for communications, all manned.

It isn’t only that they’re busier, is it? I didn’t notice at first, since I don’t know them, but they’re tense, worried even.

I can’t see them expecting to run into Hillman forces, but that would leave Kaledon’s military to be concerned about.

I know Kaledon isn’t an ally of Albion, or Zion for that matter, but they aren’t antagonistic either.

Oh. Of course. I really should have thought of that before.

We couldn’t send word we were coming. Even my friends only know that someone is coming, they don’t know the military is involved, not yet.

We’re about to drop an entire carrier group – the largest and newest Albion has, at that – directly into their system without any advance warning whatsoever.

That would make anyone anxious and suspicious, and I have to imagine nerves are a bit frayed on board already, after all the fighting they did above Albion.

“Transition in ninety seconds,” the petty officer at the sensor station called out. Some few seconds later the hatch to the admiral’s office opened, and he stepped out.

“Admiral on the bridge,” the watch stander announced.

“As you were,” the admiral replied almost before she had finished speaking.

The admiral settled into his chair and motioned for Morgan to join him. There wasn’t anywhere nearby for her to sit that wasn’t already occupied, so she stood, picking a spot to the side of him so he could see the holotank without obstruction but wouldn’t have to turn to see her.

“So tell me more about these friends of yours, Commodore. Obviously, we didn’t have any way to warn them we were coming along with you, but how are they going to react?”

“Well, their captain won’t, at least not that you’ll be able to tell. About the only person who can read his moods is his wife, who is also effectively the ship’s first lieutenant. She’s more vocal, and will let you know when she’s upset, but mostly it is bluster covering how much she cares for her people. As long as she doesn’t think the change will put them in danger she won’t mind. Her sister is the last officer on board, and she’s the idealist of them. She hates Hillman enough that she’ll assuredly think any added risk is worth it.”

“A family affair, then?”

“It might as well be, though the rest of the crew isn’t related to them by blood. Their last few messages didn’t mention anyone quitting or retiring, so best as I know the entire crew have been together for coming up on a decade, in Earth years, and much longer for most of them.” Why didn’t you ask me any of these questions weeks ago? Blast it, most of this I included in my written comments about this part of the plan. You should know this already. I want to assume you do, and are only verifying info before contacting them, but, well, not bothering to listen to me seems to be the standard procedure around here.

“Transition in fifteen seconds.”

“The commodore is ordering the ship to alert status,” one of the communication ratings said. “Cruisers are on standby for combat drops, awaiting orders.”

I really hope that is more caution than we’ll need. Especially given how far away from everything we’ll be when we first drop out of subspace.

Then they were out of subspace, and Morgan realized she’d been far, far too optimistic.


Chapter 07

I’ll say this for getting more responsibilities, it really makes me appreciate how good I had it before.

I cursed the hard workload Captain Bogard dumped on me, until I became a lieutenant.

Then I thought running a merchant ship was one of the hardest jobs out there, right up until the moment I was suddenly in command of a warship.

Running a warship is as easy as picking ore chunks out of a blast site compared to worrying about politics and fleet level decisions.

We’re about to drop into Kaledon with a force bigger than the entire Navy for most systems, unannounced, I can’t stress that enough, so the Admiral can negotiate with them, get the fleet broken up to head to their various destinations, and get us quietly over to the Pale Moonlight for our mission.

I’m annoyed they’re largely ignoring me, but for once I’m glad I’m not the one who has to make all this work.

- M

 

ALARMS SOUNDED the moment the ship was out of subspace, the display in the holotank flickering as it fought to identify and classify all the nearby vessels.

There were dozens of them, all close enough that, had the ship been up to speed, it would have been hazardous for most any course they could take.

Worse, while the sensors were having trouble identifying all the unfamiliar designs, it was able to identify them as combatants almost immediately.

“We’re being challenged, sir,” a comms rating called out.

“Send standard greetings while you get me on with them,” Admiral Raje ordered. “And verify presence and position of the Pale Moonlight. It might be harder to rendezvous with them than I had hoped.”

You know, I thought I had it bad, being shut out, but how does Commodore Gomesh feel? The Victory is his ship, not the admiral’s, but so much of the decision making will be done here, and not the bridge.

He’s probably used to it, isn’t he? In fact, I’m probably the odd one out, having had so much freedom to act, without superiors close enough to issue orders in real time.

They probably also have a lot closer working relationship than I do, they’d have to, really.

Still, if I’m going to be in command of a ship, I’d prefer to actually be in command.

Something to consider, after all this. Maybe see if I have enough to buy a freighter of my own, something small enough for an equally small crew, and get back to seeing the stars.

That’s why I joined Takiyama in the first place, and because of all the craziness this is my first time outside the Parlon system since that first disastrous tour on the Fate of Dawn.

Morgan put aside her musings as the communication rating put through what Morgan assumed was the commanding officer of the Kaledon forces, a rather severe looking woman in military uniform with stark white hair pulled in a tight bun, and more lines on her face than Morgan had seen on anyone’s since leaving Hillman.

Did she not get the life extension treatments, or is she really as old as her face implies?

“Well, well, Admiral Raje,” the woman said without any introduction or pleasantries. “How unusual of you, to show up on my doorstep without so much as a howdeedo. I can’t say I’m particularly pleased by your choice of ambassadorial vehicle, for that matter.”

“Fleet Admiral Lansing, I’d love to ask why such a distinguished woman as yourself is sitting at the drop point with such an impressive array of cruisers and carriers and not bouncing your latest great-grandchild on one knee, but perhaps it would be better to cut to the chase. Ambassadorial was the right word to use, I am here on an urgent matter of diplomacy. As for my ships, well, why they’re here of course ties directly into why I’m here to begin with. Now, I’ve not had any information from the wider galaxy in some time, so I must be a little rude, and not continue until you answer a quick question of mine. What do you know about the current events in Parlon?”

Lansing laughed, but Morgan could see no mirth in it, not reaching her eyes and sounding deep and harsh compared to how she’d been speaking a moment before.

“Well, your presence here at least rules out the theory that your gate was struck by something, ship or asteroid perhaps. That you’d cut yourself off from the galaxy has been suggested, but personally I can’t see Albion and Zion agreeing on something like that. Given your escorts a war seems most likely, but I also don’t see Albion and Zion letting things deteriorate between them to that degree.”

“No one suggesting we were invaded?” Raje said, one eyebrow raising in apparent surprise.

“By whom? That was discussed at first, but routine courier traffic was able to confirm none of your neighbors had mobilized, those with Navies worth a damn, at any rate.”

“Hillman.”

“Don’t be absurd. That backwater doesn’t have a fleet, and never has. They’ve always relied on a few mercenaries and the fact that none of their neighbors want any of the others to get control of the heavy metal mines.” Before Raje could respond, Lansing held up one hand, forestalling any reply. “That said, you’re saying it was them, so I assume you have proof. I’d ask how they got the ships, but I imagine you don’t have any more idea than I do, if they’ve been blockading you this whole time.”

“Quite. So how about it, Fleet Admiral, shall we all stand down and discuss this as old friends?”

Lansing frowned, not responding for several long seconds.

“I don’t think it will be that easy, Raje. Everyone is riled up, they don’t know what is going on, and High Command isn’t going to blithely let you bring a carrier group into orbit, no matter what I say. How about you shuttle over here and we can go talk to them, leave both our fleets out here?”

Now it was Raje’s turn to frown, accompanied by stroking his chin.

“And if they don’t want to let us closer? I’d be stuck a long way from my ships. You also aren’t the only place we need to stop. How about a compromise. I’ll go with you, and my fleet can jump out to that barren rock with pretentions of planethood you’d got your system gate stashed at. We’ll be well out of your way, but I’ll be able to get back to them in hours instead of months if your bosses don’t like what I have to say.

“It will also let us send a few cruisers off on their missions, which should help tensions by reducing my local firepower.”

Lansing nodded, then smiled.

“I’m glad to see you’re no more a pushover now than you were the last time we met. Hopefully, like then, we’ll stay on the same side, eh?” Lansing straightened in her chair, and even through the comm line Morgan could hear her body creaking and popping. “Keep it small if you would. Pilot, aide, and yourself.”

“That’s limiting me rather a lot, Lidia. Exactly how nervous are your bosses?”

Lansing shrugged.

“Tit for tat, you got your concession, that one is mine. It’d be better if you had a civilian official to negotiate, but if you’re here I’m assuming you’re it.”

“I am. Most of the other ships had government officials on board, but you get me. I would imagine they assumed you’d be part of the government still, and not back on a bridge.”

Lansing shrugged.

“I was voted out a while back. The military isn’t popular at the moment. As for this, well, been so quiet of late I’m the only commander the Navy has that has ever seen combat, so for my sins they pulled me back in.”

“Well, I’m glad you’ll be involved at least.”

Lansing gave Raje a pained smile, but didn’t say anything.

“I’ll be underway within the next half hour. Raje, out.”

The moment the transmission was cut, the admiral pushed a button on his chair. Within moments the holo flickered away from the tactical display and over to an image of Commodore Gomesh on the bridge.

“Join me on the flag bridge if you would. I assume you were listening?”

“Yes, and of course, sir,” Gomesh replied, and the holo cut back over to the display as he cut the line.

“Send the commodore into my ready room as soon as he gets here,” Raje ordered his chief of staff, whose name Morgan had actually never caught. “Black, with me.” Raje rose, calling out one last order as Morgan moved to step in behind him. “Send any info you have on the Pale Moonlight to my terminal.”

The admiral settled in at his desk heavily, sighing.

“It goes without saying my real objective here is looking to be much more difficult, based on what we just heard. I don’t think this will affect your team’s departure, however.”

He didn’t say it, but his sour expression as he said it told Morgan that he thought this was an unfortunate turn of events, that he would have been delighted if she’d not been able to leave.

He’s not stopping me, so does it matter why he doesn’t like… actually, what doesn’t he like? Me? The mission? I’ve interacted with him so little I don’t have the first idea what he’s thinking, beyond being unhappy about something. For that matter I’m assuming he wants to stop me, but it is only that, an assumption.

Looking away from Morgan, the admiral pulled up his terminal. She caught enough of a screen to see a glimpse of an image of the Pale Moonlight.

“Your friends are right where they said they would be, in orbit of Tuinn, not far from the system gate. From the looks of things, they are shuttling something back and forth from the small station out there, or were, a few hours ago. Their ship is even more run down than I expected, even for an independent freighter. Not a ship I’d want to entrust with raw recruits, much less one of the best special operations squads in the entire galaxy.”

Raje looked up from his terminal, frowning as he looked Morgan over.

“I’m going to be blunt, commodore, I think this is a terrible plan. Twelve Marines and a civilian, against anything and everything Hillman has in place to protect the single most important person in their entire society.

“However, I was overruled, and people with a lot more experience at close-in fighting think there is a chance, including General Davenport.

“Worse, if this is the kind of reception my fleet is getting everywhere? We need your plan to succeed, far more desperately than I thought.”

“Was that one conversation enough to convince you efforts here are hopeless, sir?” Morgan asked after the admiral had paused long enough that Morgan was sure he wasn’t about to continue.

“Hopeless? No. Very much in danger? Yes. Lansing’s not so subtle comment that we’d have been better off sending a diplomat than a military officer was good advice, for a whole host of reasons, including that a military officer sent to negotiate is often used as a veiled threat, ‘negotiate or else’ essentially.

“They sent me here for two reasons. One, we really didn’t have enough diplomats to send everywhere we needed to. Two, I have history with Lansing, and last we knew she was the leader of their upper chamber of Legislature. The most recent election was a bare three days after Hillman invaded, and our last projections suggested that she’d keep her seat.

“The third reason doesn’t flatter my ego much, but I know it is objectively true. Kaledon was considered the most likely to be friendly to our call for aid, and therefore the place they could most easily make do with a military man like myself.

“Now I’m a liability in several ways, and if where we thought was the best place to get help is this rough, right from the word go…”

“Sir, if I may?” Morgan asked, shifting in her seat, feeling quite uncomfortable that the man had gone from shutting her out to suddenly dumping what felt like everything on her lap. When he nodded, she continued. “Why tell all this to me? To be blunt, as you say, I didn’t think you liked me much.”

Raje sighed.

“I have no opinion on you as a person, commodore. How could I? I do think you’ve been raised too high too fast, though your combat record speaks for itself. I also think risking you on a mission like this is foolish in the extreme. You’d be more help to the war making morale videos.

“I don’t mean that as an insult either. I know you haven’t spent much time on Albion, and none at all since the war started, but things are more precarious than the leadership wants to admit.”

So why keep me out of everything?

Morgan hadn’t said anything, but as Raje looked up at her from the terminal again, he sighed, so her face must have been plenty vocal on its own.

“I must apologize. I was trying to let you focus on your mission, not mine, to give you the greatest chance of success.”

That’s why you were ignoring me? Seriously?

Before Morgan could say anything on the subject, the hatch chime sounded.

“That will be Commodore Gomesh. If you’ll excuse us, I must plan with him before leaving. Stay on the flag bridge with Rear Admiral Hanover, I do still want you talking to the Pale Moonlight when the Victory arrives at Tuinn.” Raje actually smiled at Morgan, the first smile she could recall seeing on his face. “I’d ask you to wish me luck, but I’ll wish it on you instead. If I succeed, we might get a carrier, or maybe two shaken loose to help us. If you succeed, well, if you emerge victorious, we’ll be able to go home. I have grandkids to spoil myself, after all.”

There didn’t seem to be anything to say to that, other than nodding her agreement.

Morgan stepped out onto the bridge, quickly moving to the side so Gomesh could stride past her, the ship’s captain giving her a nod before closing the hatch behind him.

***

Once the admiral had left to begin talks with the system government, they’d quickly departed for Tuinn, and while Morgan hadn’t vocalized the thought, it did her a world of good to see the routine traffic of a system gate – a welcome change of pace after so long with all the nearby ships as trapped by the siege of Parlon as she was.

Despite the Pale Moonlight being, on the scale of a star system, in whispering distance, they were having trouble making contact.

A few minutes had gone by, and the comms officer had groaned again, working away at her console, when Morgan gave up patiently waiting and walked over to her side.

“Ma’am, whoever is over there seems determined to ignore us. Worse, all my attempts to get their comms tech to at least talk with whoever is in charge have been met with laughter.”

Morgan could tell the young petty officer manning the communications station was doing her best to maintain a professional decorum, but enough exasperation was seeping through that Morgan could guess how frustrating the Pale Moonlight crew was being.

Given that it is the middle of the night, local time, and given the reaction she’s provoking, it has to be Mary on the bridge right now. Alone, for that matter. It would be easy to forget for a military crew, or even for the corporate merchant crews like Takiyama employees, but most of the crew can fill in for most of the jobs, and night on an independent freighter is a lot closer to night planetside than night on a ship where the only difference is dimmed lights in the living spaces.

“All right.” Morgan turned to Commodore Gomesh, who hadn’t left for the main bridge yet. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to contact her directly myself.”

Morgan was a little confused by the protocol, but Gomesh was in command in the admiral’s absence, despite Raje’s chief of staff outranking the commodore. Probably as simple as the established hierarchy taking precedence over rank, given the rear admiral was a staff officer and not command.

He nodded, so Morgan gestured toward the chair, which the petty officer vacated.

“Just push there to contact them again,” the petty officer said, pointing to one of the buttons.

“Right.”

Morgan settled in, taking the offered headset after a moment.

She did not, though, send a new message to the Pale Moonlight, instead taking a moment to familiarize herself with the controls and resending the initial generic hail.

“Ma’am, we generally only send that message when we have never contacted someone before. To do so again is universally considered rude,” the petty officer said quietly, quietly enough that no one else would possibly have been able to overhear her.

“Good,” Morgan said, turning and giving her a broad smile. “She was rude first. This will also hopefully get her attention.”

Twenty seconds went by, no response. Forty, a minute, and nothing.

Generally, that wasn’t enough time to make any assumptions with; many things could delay a reply to a request for communication, but in this case they knew someone was nearby and monitoring transmissions.

Morgan sent it again and waited.

After forty seconds she sent it a third time.

Then a fourth after twenty more. 

Before she could send the fifth a few seconds after the fourth the person on the other end answered, audio only.

“Are you bastards seriously trying to annoy me now? We’re booked solid, I don’t care what you want to ship, and we certainly aren’t selling a damn thing.” The voice was more than simply annoyed, to Morgan’s ear, but just as clearly it was Mary.

Before she could continue her tirade Morgan cut in.

“Mary Tempest, that temper of yours is going to get you into trouble someday. You’re only lucky it isn’t today, assuming I don’t tell that brother of yours how you were ignoring the calls of a passing warship.”

“Well that’s a fine way to talk to someone, and brother-in-law I’ll have you know,” Mary replied, sounding even more aggravated, but then the audio went quiet. “How do you know my name? And why do you sound familiar?”

“Well Mary, this is right where we’d agreed to meet, isn’t it?” Morgan pointed out.

“Wait. Morgan? I almost didn’t recognize you; your accent has changed. What are you doing on a military ship? That isn’t what we’d talked about at all.”

Morgan sighed.

“A lot changed, and because of the siege I couldn’t get any messages to you.”

“Wait, siege? That’s why no one’s heard from Parlon in a while? A siege by who?”

“Mary, maybe we should stop talking on an open channel?” I might be pushing it mentioning the siege in the first place, though probably not, given the courier ships will be spreading the same information on their own.

“All right, all right. I’ll interrupt the bosses’ beauty sleep. How do you want to do this?”

Morgan looked over to Gomesh, raising her eyebrows as she waited for him to answer.

“Let’s go to their ship. They’ll be less anxious if they have the home field advantage,” Gomesh said. “See if they can send a shuttle our way, it will draw less attention than one of ours going over, since they’re already ferrying stuff about.”

Morgan turned back to the console, unnecessarily, really, since it was audio only, and relayed the suggestion to Mary.

“All right, shuttle two is about done loading. I hope you don’t mind sharing space with a shipment of sand.”

“Sand, really?”

Morgan could hear a rustling noise through the line, and could easily imagine the shrug Mary was likely giving her.

“Used in some fancy glass or other I think, I don’t know what makes it special. Anyway, I’ll have them swing alongside you, casual like.”

“I’ll have them send you the docking procedures and coordinates,” Morgan promised. “See you soon, Mary. Watch that mouth around that brother of yours. I don’t want him in a bad mood before we start talking.”

“Brother-in-law,” Mary corrected, with a little pause at the end that Morgan imagined was her rolling her eyes. “It’ll be fine. He’ll only be as grumpy as he always is.”

***

The trip over had been quiet, quiet and surprisingly fragrant. Morgan was trying to decide if the shuttle, and likely the old freighter it had come from, had smelled as strongly of oil and burnt electronics the last time she’d been on board or if that was something new.

Given how long it had taken her to get used to Zion, which didn’t normally smell much at all, for good or ill, leaned her in the direction of it having always been that way, but she couldn’t be sure.

Major Steven’s thoughts on the matter were plain to read on his face, curled lip and wrinkled nose telling the tale better than any words from him could have.

Morgan was about to remind him to behave as the shuttle docked, but before she could, he’d smoothed his features into a bland semblance of feigned politeness and pleasantness.

The shuttle crew, all two of them, preceded them out into the cargo bay, since the only personnel hatch was by the cockpit, with Morgan and the Major having to wend their way through the cargo before they could exit.

The moment Morgan dropped down the half meter from the hatch onto the bay floor, she was pulled off her feet into a great big tight hug.

It was only the flash of white hair Morgan caught out of the corner of her eye that told her who it was that had scooped her up, the ferocity of the hug surprising Morgan.

Most of her correspondence had been with Mary, and Helga had given Morgan a distinct impression of being annoyed with her very presence on board. That was entirely understandable, honestly, given their first meeting had been after Morgan had given her – and most of the rest of the crew – more than an hour’s runaround. Morgan had scampered from one end of the ship to the other trying to stay away from them, on the cynical assumption that they would turn her back over to Hillman unless she stayed hidden long enough to make it no longer an option.

“Helga,” Morgan managed to get out with only a small cough, her chest still being tightly squeezed in the much older woman’s strong embrace. “I’m glad to see you, too.”

Putting her down at last, Helga stepped back a pace.

“It is good to see you.” She glanced over at the major before stepping closer and putting an arm around Morgan, leaning in to bring her mouth close to Morgan’s ear. When she spoke again it was a whisper. “This little wrinkle will complicate things, you know. Asad already was unsure of allowing you to use our home in what he can only see as a reckless endeavor. Involving the military, with all the potential consequences it brings, will not reassure him.” Smiling, she straightened up. “Welcome on board the Pale Moonlight, to both of you.” Releasing Morgan yet again she gestured to the hatch leading out of the bay. “The captain will speak to you in his office on the bridge, if you’ll follow me.”

Morgan had dozens of questions she wanted to ask Helga, all of them important. One, however, was so vastly more important than the others to reduce them to near irrelevance.

What am I supposed to do if Asad decides to back out at this late date? Why did the last message make it sound like all three of them were united behind this if that wasn’t the case?

As they walked, she glanced over at the major, and another concern gained in importance.

How am I supposed to deal with this with the major in the room?

It wasn’t a long walk to the bridge, though even that short distance was startling to Morgan.

Amazing how different this place looks in my memories, now that I am seeing it anew after having been on vessels like the Victory or the Fate of Dawn. Even STEVE, who is older than the Pale Moonlight, likely far older, looked less worn.

What was that story Gertrude told me once? The ship of… somewhere? Or was it someone? T something is all I remember of the name. Take a ship, replace one piece of it every so often. Is it still the same ship when every piece has been replaced?

STEVE, built above Earth all those years ago. How much of that ship as it exists today has ever been to Earth? This ship, though? This ship I believe still bears the mark of the original builders over most of its length.

Just as Morgan stepped through the hatch into the captain’s office something occurred to her.

How much of the plan is left from the initial version, the one I sent to them when I asked for help?

Any of it?

Is it even the same thing any longer?

Morgan hadn’t seen Asad’s office before, or even the very cramped bridge of the freighter either, for that matter.

Its appearance was, nonetheless, not surprising for her at all.

Practically barren but furnished comfortably was the obvious way to describe it – desk with computer terminal, soft looking chair for Asad, a pair of equally comfortable looking chairs to either side of the hatch, and nothing else.

Mary rose when they entered, and like her sister gave Morgan a hug, but without the excess enthusiasm and strength of the earlier one.

As she pulled back she smiled at Morgan, more than a little sheepishly, she thought.

Asad found out anyway, didn’t he? For someone who rarely ventures beyond his cabin and the bridge he sure seems to know everything that happens on his ship, doesn’t he?

“Sit,” Asad didn’t – quite – order them.

Helga settled into the chair opposite Mary, leaving only the chairs next to either woman for Morgan and Stevens.

Morgan took the one next to Mary, and Stevens sat in the last, a flicker of something passing his face. Perhaps annoyance, in Morgan’s estimation.

“I imagine we should start with the obvious,” Asad said once everyone was seated. “Things are not as they were in our last communication, and there was no further communication afterwards to clarify things. Why?”

The major looked at Morgan, clearly indicating for her to start.

“Since my last message, the situation changed dramatically. I don’t know what rumors you’ve heard out here, but Hillman has invaded the Parlon system. The Victory was among the first ships to leave the system since the war started, which is why I haven’t been able to send any messages.

“That it was Hillman, of all planets, that invaded is why everything else changed.

“Originally, I was going to meet you here, finalize things, and then see about hiring mercenaries for the mission. Instead, the military has, ah, joined me in this endeavor, and provided the necessary manpower.” That was close, I almost said the military had coopted my mission, and that would have been disastrous.

“You would have me believe that the government of Albion is interested in rescuing a pair of people from Hillman, people that aren’t valuable to them above any other, and who aren’t their citizens?”

“And why Albion, Morgan? I thought you lived on Zion?” Mary interjected, earning a sharp glance from Asad, but after a moment he nodded.

Morgan blew out her breath in a long stream.

“Why Albion? That is a long explanation. Probably an irrelevant one right now. Why do they care about my father? That’s easier to explain. Before he was exiled, he worked on some of the biggest projects Hillman ever attempted, including the anti-gravity trains. Might not sound like much, but then you factor in Hillman’s heavy gravity. There are all kinds of applications for that sort of improvement to anti-gravity technology, and plenty of people have been trying to make it work for centuries, without success.”

“So we’re dropping off a military unit in enemy territory to rescue an engineer, in the middle of a war?”

Morgan shook her head.

“No, not any longer. We still won’t be leaving without him, at least I hope not, but our target isn’t Daddy.”

“Then what, or who, is?”

“We’re going to capture the Comrade Father, Sam Theodore Hill the Sixth himself, and force an end to the war.”

Asad hid his face with his palm, pulling the hand down his face to stroke his chin and pull at his neatly cropped beard.

“That makes things both easier, and far, far worse. You do realize that, yes?” He gestured to Mary, Helga, and the room in general. “The consequences to my ship, my family, if you are captured are too horrific to dwell upon, but that is exactly what I must do, right now.”

Major Stevens cleared his throat.

“The risks should be minimal. The team will wait to exit their disguised infiltration pods until after you have reached the system gate and departed for wherever your subsequent stop is. Unless they immediately find us, which is quite unlikely, you will be completely safe.”

“Is that so?” Asad said, but he was looking at Morgan as he said it. “That is also a change, one that does not bode well for you, little one. Succeed, or not, how will you escape? Doing so from the surface while we were still in orbit, well, I hadn’t quite worked out how you would do that myself, but that was supposed to be the reason for this meeting. Doing so, with no friendly ship within at least a light year or three, seems impossible, even if you are starting from the station and not the blasted dirt of that God forsaken planet.”

Morgan glanced at the major, to see if he was going to continue, but he shook his head minutely, barely enough for her to notice.

You noticed that Asad doesn’t want to talk with you, did you? “That part is actually easier now, by quite a lot. Once we get to the leader, we will be able to leave the station quickly, and head toward the system gate. With the level of reverence they have for him, they won’t risk firing on us. We will also by then have the Victory and her ships reunited, and they will drop into Malebolge outside the normal arrival point, ready to jump to our location or, if we have failed, to harass the system in whatever way they can to pursue the war effort that way.”

“‘If we have failed,’ you say, as if that is some minor convenience and not an outcome that ends with you all quickly dead, if you are lucky. I know you and I haven’t spoken much, in the years since you snuck onto my ship, and we spoke even less while you were here, but my wife has taken a great liking to you, and my sister-in-law likewise. If I were to be blunt, I wonder how much of that is because you remind them of a genuinely good deed they did, but regardless of the reason, they do care for you. I would not want you to throw your life away on such a slim chance of success.”

“It is a risk, but we’re talking about my parents, sir.” Morgan said. I suppose the sir wasn’t necessary; technically I do outrank him, but eh, his ship, and he is still far senior to me in experience. “I can’t leave them, especially now that I know they’ve been suffering in the prison mine all this time, because of me.”

“Little one, if you fail. everything they suffered for your benefit will come to naught,” Asad pointed out.

“I know that.” Morgan grumbled. “So far, sir, all I’m hearing is what you think. What do Mary and Helga have to say on the matter?”

“They have said what they would to me, and I in turn am saying what I will to you, on behalf of the Moonlight. That is my duty, and right, as captain.”

Morgan tried not to sigh, but ultimately failed.

He was right, they didn’t correspond as frequently as she did with the women, but she still had known him for years, and could hardly have talked about the lives of Helga and Mary without learning more about him, who shared their lives so completely.

Asad was uncompromising, reserved, cold even, but he also was generous, thoughtful, and loving in his own way. Whatever else he said, he wasn’t lying about not wanting her to take unnecessary risks.

The problem was his definition of unnecessary didn’t match up with hers, coupled with the fact that he still saw her as a ‘little one’ hardly old enough to be on her own.

That he was one of the people who’d almost certainly realized she was lying about her age didn’t help, nor that he’d met her when she was a scared little girl with no idea what the galaxy was like.

Morgan sighed again. She could guess what Mary and Helga would say, but it didn’t matter. They already would have said it to Asad, he wasn’t lying about that either. What he decided went, he was the captain, but he was a captain that always listened to input first, before the three of them presented a unified front to anyone and everyone.

“Okay. You want to know why this isn’t a suicide mission. That’s fair. We have several things helping us, small on their own, but combined very potent.

“Surprise is, of course, one of the biggest. It is extremely unlikely that they will have heard anything about our having broken the blockade before we arrive, since so little traffic goes through Hillman in the first place, and both native Navies will be working to keep Hillman from sending any ships away from Parlon in the meantime.

“Secondly, I still have my father’s work materials, which includes a complete blueprint of the station. We will know exactly where to go and how to get there, with the least chance of being intercepted.

“Third is my presence. I may have been raised in the mines, but my parents were party members, and I can easily pass as one of them, someone who should be on the station.”

I hope it will be that easy, at any rate, Morgan silently added before continuing.

“Fourth, aiding the third, is the general misogyny of Hillman’s elite. They won’t be expecting anything from me, who looks like she belongs, and they doubly won’t be expecting anything from me, a mere woman. A mere girl even, to their eyes. Don’t forget they don’t have as reliable access to medicine, and while the party members do get the life extending treatments, it isn’t as modern as you can get elsewhere. I can easily pass for fifteen or sixteen, Earth years, especially if I try and play up my ‘innocence.’

“Fifth, once we get to the leader, we’ll have him as a hostage, one they won’t risk, and one who will gladly cooperate to save his own skin, regardless of what that means for everyone else. He was literally raised to believe he is Hillman, after all, that everyone else is only there to serve him, even the other party members.

“Sixth, and the last I’ll include in this little non-exhaustive list, we know exactly where his escape shuttle is, and how to access it from his chambers. We get him on board, we can bunker down in it or escape and head for the gate on our own, whichever is the better plan.”

“Seventh,” Stevens said, breaking his silence with a slight chuckle, “she has the absolute best Marines Albion can offer, whose work together as a team stretches back years in precisely this kind of work, with all sorts of classified military hardware that no mercenary group could hope to obtain, or even afford if they could.”

Asad looked annoyed at the interruption, but after a moment he shook his head and leaned back against his chair.

“If you were only asking to use my ship to end this war of yours, I would decline. I have troubles enough of my own without involving myself in the troubles of others, however noble a cause it may be.

“To help a friend though? Ah, that is more difficult. One should always help their friends, even at risk to themselves. The question, as I have already explained, is which is truly of help to you, little one? Is it to let you use my ship in this risky endeavor, or is it to deny you, and preserve the life that your parents sacrificed so much to free?

“To debate further would, I am afraid, merely have us going in circles. So, I ask for some time. Go, join my wife and dear sister for a meal, and leave me to my thoughts.”

That this was an invitation for Morgan alone was rather plain, simply by the way he was still largely ignoring the major. Still, there didn’t seem to be anything for it, so Morgan rose, then stood there waiting for the other ladies to file out of the room.

Before she left, Helga shared a look with Asad, one Morgan couldn’t begin to read. She knew the pair had been married for longer than she’d been alive, probably longer than her parents had, for that matter, and after so much time it was clear that the pair could communicate on a level far beyond anything Morgan could manage.

Once the three ladies – and the major – had exited not only the office but the small bridge the major spoke up.

“I’ll leave the three of you to catch up, if someone could direct me to a quiet corner I from which I can contact the Victory in privacy.”

“Of course,” Helga said with a slight nod. She ducked back onto the bridge, saying something Morgan couldn’t catch, and then rejoined them.

“Someone will show you to a private room momentarily. Morgan, I think we can catch early breakfast if we head down to the aft mess hall.”

They trio ran into a few crewmembers as they walked, all of whom paused to greet their bosses. A few of them even recognized Morgan, though she couldn’t remember any of their names.

Of course, she had the harder job, there. Her sneaking on board had been memorable, after so many years without any stowaways due to the completion of Hill Station and the planet’s rail network, and while the crew only had the one new person’s name to learn – Morgan’s – she’d had dozens and dozens to try and remember.

She did remember the name of the only person in the mess when they arrived. Her being there, in the same spot Morgan had first seen her, only reinforced Morgan’s impression of the woman from her time on board, specifically that she spent far more time sitting and nursing a mug of coffee than she did working.

On the other hand, the ship’s medic not having a ton of work was hardly an undesirable state of affairs.

“Heather, it’s been a long time. You look good.”

The medic looked up, a lopsided grin breaking out across her face as she pulled her plate closer to herself.

“You’ll have to get your own meal this time, mine is spoken for.”

You steal one little sandwich that had been left sitting out and alone, you never hear the end of it.

Morgan laughed; she couldn’t help it.

“You don’t need to worry about that. I’ve eaten real food now; I don’t know that I can stomach that travesty of slapped together ingredients you call a sandwich.”

“I’ll have you know that a sausage and apple sandwich with fried eggs is both nutritious and tasty,” Heather retorted, before breaking down into a bit of laughing herself. “I heard you were coming, but I didn’t quite believe it. You think I look good? You look gorgeous, dear. Far healthier than when I saw you last, though if my eyes aren’t deceiving me, you’ve lost some muscle mass. Grew a fair bit, though you were so tiny before you’re still decidedly on the short side of average.”

“Yes, and not nearly as much as I’d have liked to,” Morgan answered with a shrug. “Hard to get enough exercise in, my line of work, harder still to get enough time under heavy gravity to keep it up.”

“True enough, I suppose.” Heather squinted as she looked at Morgan more closely. “Skin looking a little distressed, like the elasticity is off.”

Before Morgan realized what was happening, Heather had stood up, fishing a medical tool out of her pocket as she approached.

“Really, Heather?” Mary asked, almost laughing as she said it. “I’m sure she has perfectly acceptable medical treatment back home. Better than acceptable, I’d bet, given she works for Takiyama.”

Heather made a dismissive sound and kept approaching.

“Just a quick check, nothing invasive.”

“I’m perfectly healthy, I assure you,” Morgan said, but she didn’t bother trying to stop the other woman. Just so long as no one tries to toss me in the bath to really recreate my first time on the Moonlight we’ll be fine.

“Bones are better than before. Good density, marrow in even better shape,” Heather muttered as she ran the device over Morgan’s form, a few inches above the skin. “That head fracture looks recent; I thought you were in a safe line of work? Healed well enough, though. Scars removed, obviously… wait. That’s recent.” She looked up from her device to scowl at Morgan. “You removed them all at once? What kind of fool doctor let you do that?”

Morgan could only sheepishly grin and shrug.

“I didn’t want to, I had to. Part of why I’m here.”

“Yes, the mysterious job no one will tell me about,” Heather groused, shaking her head as she put her medical device away. “Well, at least you got the extension treatments done properly. Always a little finicky, those, in how it affects appearance. Took well for you, I’m sure you’ll be glad to hear. Gut feeling, you understand, but I’d wager you’ll look as young as you do now for at least four or five decades, based on these readings.”

Morgan was glad to hear it. Even when she’d actively been getting the treatments, shortly after arriving on Zion, none of the doctors would venture a guess as to how well they’d take, physically. When she’d asked she got a very rote sounding line about it being different for every individual, but generally people would outwardly age at least half as fast, even as they inwardly aged a fourth as slowly or more.

Then again, how accurate is she? She can tell that after a few seconds, when they couldn’t begin to guess? “That certain, are you?”

Heather threw up her hands in a placating gesture.

“Easier to see after it has time to settle, a few years down the line. Also, only a guess, based on what I’ve seen over the decades. Never mind that, now. Are you ready to tell me why you’re here, or why you arrived on that monstrously large warship?”

“I’m afraid not, at least not until your captain decides what he wants to do. We’re giving him some time to think, while we take the time to eat.”

“Well, let’s get you some food, and get what stories out of you that you can talk about. You’re what, nineteen now, Earth years? Any cute boys come along yet?” Heather asked.

Morgan tried not to react, but clearly she failed, as it wasn’t just Heather scowling after a moment, but Mary and Helga looking concerned as well.

“That bad?” Heather muttered. “But all the more reason to talk about it. Can’t heal until you get the wound cleaned out.”

Mary steered Morgan over to the bench across from Heather.

“From the look on your face that is at least an ice cream problem, maybe ice cream and chocolate. I’ve got a small stash hidden away, something I funded with a bit of extra poker money. You sit right here, and I’ll get it, while my dear sister gets us some boring normal food.”

“It isn’t all bad news, actually,” Morgan started, speaking a little louder so all three ladies could hear as Mary and Helga headed to opposite ends of the mess. “In fact, it is great news. I’m sure I mentioned Max in my last few messages to the pair of you, but I don’t know if you’d have heard about that, Heather…”

***

Three hours had passed, and Asad still had yet to make his decision. He had taken so long that Commodore Gomesh had contacted not only the major for updates several times, but Morgan herself.

To an extent Morgan could understand his frustration – he couldn’t release the other ships for their missions until he knew the timetable for reuniting them – but on the other it was only a few hours, and there was no indication the admiral was having any luck with his mission either, and the Victory could hardly leave the system without him.

Having long since finished their meal, Morgan and the sisters had retired from the mess to Mary’s room, which was, Morgan was assured, the best place to wait and chat.

For a ship of the Moonlight’s kind the room was reasonably sized, though it was hard to recognize that behind all the boxes of spare parts and tools that were cluttering up much of the space.

There was at least enough empty space for Mary’s bed, a battered but comfortable couch facing a display mounted on what was almost the only visible part of the interior wall, and an oddly out of place wood dresser, lovingly cared for and polished, with a frame around it without actually touching the wood keeping back all the other odds and ends.

Mary must have noticed Morgan looking at it, as she launched into an explanation.

“That belonged to our great I forget how many times grandmother. When she was newly married she moved from a long settled part of Earth to somewhere few people lived, mostly by animal pulled vehicle. Why that particular piece of furniture was the one of the only two she brought over the ocean we’ve forgotten, but she did, and she got them across an entire continent intact.”

“What was the other one? Would I be correct in assuming you have that one, Helga?” Morgan asked.

“It is called a cedar chest; looks sort of like a large footlocker. The dresser is made of cedar as well. That we at least know the story behind – cedar wood was prized because it lasted longer, a lot longer than other woods.”

“I’ve never heard of cedar before,” Morgan said, which wasn’t as entirely explainable by ignorance as it would normally be, given Hillman’s only valuable resource besides heavy metals was the hardwood they grew over much of he settled surface of the planet.

“I don’t think they managed to get it to take on any planets in this part of the galaxy. I do remember hearing they had managed somewhere, so I don’t think it is extinct, but I’ve never seen any examples of cedar furniture out this way. It’s so rare for wood to be used in anything we see in space, of course, most of it gets used by the truly wealthy in their homes and furniture planetside.”

“Do you mind?” Morgan asked, gesturing toward it. “Apart from Emily’s desk on Albion I’m not sure I’ve seen real wood used, outside of VR. Gertrude’s home has some convincing fake wood flooring, but, well.” Morgan shrugged.

“It won’t break from touching it,” Mary said, nodding.

Morgan walked over, very lightly running her hand along the top of the dresser. The pattern of the wood, the grain Morgan recalled after a moment, was beautiful, and even smoothed and meticulously maintained like this obviously was, there was a feel to it that made Morgan realize the fake wood flooring on Gertrude’s house wasn’t nearly as impressive as she’d previously thought.

“The amount of effort it must have taken your family, to preserve this and carry it with them across so many centuries, so many light-years, it’s impressive. Why do it, though? Simply because it is old, and a link to your past?”

“That’s part of it. Family is important, of course, and remembering where we came from likewise,” Mary said.

“For me it is a reminder that we can do great things if needed,” Helga added, “And that hard things can be worth the effort.”

Which is exactly what I was trying to convince Asad of, Morgan thought ruefully.

“Well, we’re still waiting, so what shall we do?” Mary said. “I’d vote for talking wedding plans, but that might be tricky, not knowing what sort of traditions Max’s homeworld has.”

It’ll also make me dwell on him not being here.

Once again the pair of ladies were clearly able to tell what she was thinking, even if she didn’t say anything at all. The glanced at each other and Mary shrugged with a slight grimace.

“We could also watch some silly holo or other. Get your mind off things with something we’ve picked up from far away you’d never heard of?”

“That sounds great,” Morgan said, hastening to add, “Just nothing from Hillman. I’ve watched more of their sad attempts at storytelling over the past few weeks than I like, enough so that I’d be happy never watching one again.”

“So why watch them, then?” Mary asked.

“Part of my prep work for the mission,” Morgan responded, “I’m supposed to be getting ready to pretend to be a party member’s daughter, remember?”

“And won’t that be a lovely mindset to get into,” Mary muttered. “Let’s do something drama free then. There was one we got our hands on last month, a nature program about some of the animals of Earth and how they’ve adapted to different worlds in remarkably different ways.”

“Sure, let’s go with that.”

***

They were almost done with a follow-on holo, this one a farcical comedy, when the hatch chimed to let Mary know there was someone outside.

It was Asad, of course, and while he didn’t look happy, he didn’t look particularly grumpier than normal either.

“Very well. You have my ship. On one condition. I assume you will continue to prepare on the journey, especially since we cannot alter our route and must first go to Breimley to pick up the last of the cargo we are contracted to deliver to Hillman. I will sit in on these trainings, or observe them however is practical, and decide before we reach Hillman if you are truly ready to attempt such an audacious feat.

“If you are, you may proceed with my blessing, and my prayers. If not? Then you’ll stay on board, hidden, and I will return you to Albion’s military as best I am able.”

“Since we won’t have access to any appropriate spaces to train in we’ll be using VR for this last leg of the trip,” Morgan supplied. “It will be trivial for you to observe. If that is the only price of your help, I’m happy to accept, as long as you are fair in your assessment, as I’m sure you will be.”

“That is the only price I ask, of you,” Asad answered, emphasizing the last two words rather pointedly. “I will discuss what compensation I need from the military with their representative shortly. It will not be anything they can’t afford, though to be frank it will likely be insufficient to reward us commensurate with the risk we will all be taking.”

“Enough to finally dock somewhere and overhaul the ship?” Mary asked, her face lighting up as she said it.

“That would be the start, yes.”

“That’s wonderful,” Helga said.

“Great, I am so sick of poker,” Mary said at the same time.

Morgan shot her a glance, wondering how that seeming non sequitur was at all relevant, but Mary only gave her another smile.

“That was all I wished to say. Please, finish your holo. I imagine it will take some time to negotiate with the major, as well as see to the fine details, such as making sure the presence of an additional dozen men on board won’t tax our environmental plant too much, nor eat up all our supplies.”

Asad left with a nod toward Morgan and Mary, and a brief squeeze of Helga’s shoulder.

Morgan snorted in amusement.

“What?” Mary asked.

“I feel a little bad I didn’t remind him that I am part of Albion’s military as well, and that I outrank the major.”

“Why feel bad about that? Do you have authority to negotiate how much they’re going to pay us?”

“Not that I’ve been told,” Morgan admitted.

“Do you even know how much they have to offer in the first place?” Helga added.

“Again, no.”

“Then don’t worry about it, relax, enjoy the holo, and feel very glad that Asad has you mentally divorced from the Marines,” Helga counseled with a smile. “By the way, the guest room you used last time is still free.”

“The way you say that makes me think it wasn’t available before,” Morgan admitted.

“Oh, it wasn’t. All the unused berths make this one look empty,” Mary said. “Honestly I’m not even sure what all is in there, except in a general way, given that we can’t really check with how full they all are.”

“So where are the Marines going to sleep?”

“Oh, I’m sure they can string up some hammocks somewhere,” was Mary’s answer, but she said it with such a mischievous grin that Morgan couldn’t take her seriously.

“And not simply move the spare parts somewhere else?”

Mary waved her hand dismissively.

“I’m sure we don’t have time for that. Though I suppose, if the Marines really want to have alcoves to bunk in, they could do the work.”

Morgan laughed.

“So tell me, Helga, how long have you lot needed to organize all those crates of spare parts and so on?”

“Oh, those?” Helga said, trying – and failing – to keep a straight face. “It hasn’t been that long, maybe six or seven.”

“Seven months is a long time to not be sure what spare you have on hand,” Morgan said with another amused snort.

“No, dear, six or seven years,” Helga said, her composure breaking a bit more and a single laugh escaping past her lips.

“Those poor Marines,” Morgan said, unable to stop herself from joining in with a laugh of her own.

“Just think of it as part of our payment for this little venture,” Helga suggested.

“And hey, they’re Marines,” Mary added. “They like hard jobs.”

“Is that how it works?” Morgan asked.

Mary nodded her head enthusiastically but accompanied it with a very mischievous grin.


Chapter 08

How much time did we spend going over this plan? Every little detail, every possibility… well, whatever it was, it wasn’t long enough. The colour sergeant has a devious mind, and I really, deeply, fervently pray whoever is in charge of the guards on the station isn’t half so inventive as he is.

Finding flaws I’d missed, okay, sure, I’m a mechanic, not a soldier. But he’s finding ways to frustrate even the parts that Emily worked through. She’s a general for crying out loud, and a war hero at that.

I’d wonder if war heroes aren’t ever as impressive as they’re presented – I know I’m not – but I’ve seen her in action. She is impressive.

I guess this is simply a lesson for me, to remember that for all the brilliance of the officers it is the chiefs and the sergeants that really keep things running.

- M

 

MORGAN SCRAMBLED out of the conduit, feeling something oddly like nostalgia mixing in with the brief stab of pain as she banged her knee against the edge of the panel she’d barely finished placing on the floor. Pausing a moment to listen, she stumbled to her feet and propped the panel in place so it wouldn’t immediately draw attention without actually closing it.

The loose bolts scattered on the corridor floor she swept against the wall with her foot, again prioritizing speed over thoroughness in making things look normal.

Despite having the route memorized, she felt ill-prepared without her normal uplink and its holodisplay to guide her to the next panel she needed to open.

The uplink she did have on – one of a small handful of such devices for ladies they’d recovered from captured Hillman warships – was off, because of course her wandering around with a map open would be suspicious.

This was on top of feeling slightly naked running around a space station in only a short sleeveless dress, so Morgan was feeling exposed and vulnerable in general, which was sadly also bringing back reminders of her childhood.

In the week since they’d transferred over to the Pale Moonlight they’d run at least twenty such simulations, but this was the first full ‘dress rehearsal.’ That the earlier runs hadn’t provoked such feelings made Morgan reluctantly admit that Behm had a point when he’d announced they were going to run all future training as close to the real mission as possible, which for the Marines meant hours upon hours crawling about in their combat armor and hours upon hours for Morgan to crawl about in substantially less.

That they were running this in virtual reality due to the extreme lack of space on the Pale Moonlight didn’t really help either. The physical fatigue of each run disappeared as they exited the simulation, but the mental fatigue of each was all too real, and Behm took advantage of the training’s virtual nature to cram more runs into each day than they’d physically have been capable of doing in reality.

Repeating to herself the sequence of turns, Morgan hurried around the corner, only to slow her step as she saw the guard leaning against the wall to the side of a hatch, only a few meters from the panel she needed to access.

Randomized guard locations, another fun feature of the colour sergeant’s tutelage, Morgan thought to herself as she headed toward him as casually as she could manage, putting on a vapid and disarming smile to further put him at ease.

“Little lady, I think you might be lost,” the guard called out, holding out one palm toward Morgan in a signal for her to stop. “If you’re headed to the dance hall you missed your cross corridor by three intersections.”

“Oh goodness, you’re right,” Morgan said, stretching her smile wider and covering her mouth with one hand as if she was embarrassed. “I’m ever so terrible with directions. Most days I’m terribly afraid I’d get lost between bed and breakfast,” she continued, taking small steps closer to him as she spoke.

“So I see,” the guard said, his tone losing some of its friendliness. “Little lady, you need to turn around. There’s nothing you want this way. If you really need it, you should pull up the station map.” He gestured at her uplink.

“Oh, I was hoping you could walk me back to where I went wrong.”

She did not stop approaching.

“I can’t leave this spot. Come on then, off with you.”

“Oh, if you insist,” Morgan said, turning about quickly enough to flare up her skirt.

Whether that distracted him or not, it was her best opening. She reached down and pulled her small iridium pistol from its holster on her upper thigh.

The idea was to turn about as if she was leaving, pull the pistol, continue turning all the way round, and then shoot him.

That was a fine plan, with one tiny drawback.

Morgan stumbled somewhere between drawing her weapon and turning, sending her tripping over her own feet.

It could have been worse – she didn’t lose her grip on her weapon when her shoulder slammed into the wall – but it was bad enough as it was.

“What are you…” Whatever the guard had been about to say, and Morgan had a good guess, he stopped and sharply inhaled, closing on Morgan before she could right herself.

Her first shot went wide, missing him entirely and hitting she knew not what. He was barely a meter away when she fired again, this time connecting with some part of him based on his grunt of pain, but clearly not anything immediately incapacitating. His left hand closed around her right, crushing her fingers between his own and the pistol, at the same time the right closed around her throat.

Kicking him felt more like hitting a wall than it did flesh, but Morgan didn’t let up, adding in punches at whatever she could reach with her free hand.

One of the blows hit something vital, and his grip faltered, enough so that Morgan dropped to the ground.

Gasping, she hit the same spot again, her hand coming back wet with his blood.

“Striking where they’re already hurt can stagger even the strongest of us,” the disembodied voice of Behm said. Morgan ignored him and switched to holding her pistol left-handed, shooting the guard again to be sure he wasn’t going to get back up.

With the corridor now clear, Morgan got to work on the panel, carefully replacing the pistol in its holster on her right thigh and pulling out the spanner she had strapped to the left.

Flexing her right hand, Morgan noted it was certainly painful, but didn’t feel broken. That was only good news in the long term, unfortunately. In the moment, broken or not, it wasn’t useful.

Still, after so many years stretching every which way to reach troublesome bolts – including when she’d originally escaped from that very station, now that she thought about it – Morgan was almost as fast with her left as her right, and she had the panel open in short order.

Hurrying back to the service duct she’d exited from – cursing the whole while that for this run the colour sergeant had imposed a ‘no coms’ rule on them, not even the scrambled dedicated line of their implants – she paused to grab the guard’s body and drag it with her. Shoving the panel aside she found herself looking right at Corporal Janeski, pistol in hand.

“Trouble?”

“Nothing I couldn’t handle,” Morgan answered, glancing over at the body. “Now let’s get you out of there and get him stuffed in there. I trust Stump’s fiddling with the cameras, but that won’t do any good if someone comes walking down the corridor.”

Leaving the Marines to take care of the body and the blood, Morgan returned to the newly opened panel, crawling inside, and taking a bare moment to pull up the schematics and verify where she was headed next, and how they were doing on time.

In that regard they were doing better than expected. As for where she was headed… well, they were past the halfway point.

Not much past it, but past it they were.

Something was keeping the Marines. The first of them should have been almost at her heels into the crawlway, but they had yet to appear.

Turning about, Morgan moved back toward the corridor, arriving at the right moment to feel and hear, but not see, some sort of explosion.

She wasn’t directly caught by the blast, but even protected by the walls around her the force of it was enough to shove her backward deeper into the crawlway.

Something tore into her leg, a red-hot agony that was accompanied by the nauseating smell of burning flesh.

Morgan dragged herself farther into the crawlway, not daring to pause and look while she was still so close to whatever had happened.

After getting past the first branching point, she stopped and confirmed what she already feared, and expected.

It had been an explosion, a powerful one at that, the proof of which was staring at her in the form of a jagged splinter of shrapnel embedded into her lower leg.

From the looks of it, the metal had missed the bones and major arteries, though there was a chance it would bleed profusely were she to pull it out.

On the other hand, hot as it had been, and was, it might have cauterized the wound already.

“Looks like this simulation is a bust,” Morgan said loudly, panting as she fought to keep calm with her leg – her virtual leg, blast it – in so much excruciating pain.

“That seems likely,” Behm replied after a moment, his voice coming from everywhere at the same time, “but it isn’t over yet. Your team is dead, what will you do now, Commodore Black?”

You have got to be blasted kidding me. Everyone else is dead, I’ve lost any element of surprise, and I don’t even know if I can stand with my leg like this. He wants me to continue? With the simulation set to near real pain levels? “The flippant answer would be ‘get caught,’ but you aren’t going to accept that, are you, Colour Sergeant?”

“Push on, let’s see how far you can get.”

Morgan wanted to swear at him.

She’d even learned a few new choice curses in several different languages since they’d boarded the Pale Moonlight. In fairness to Mary, only a couple of those had been learned from the notoriously foul-mouthed second officer, the others had come from the rest of the freighter crew.

She didn’t swear, but not out of any consideration to the sergeant.

I could intentionally mess up, end this quicker. I wager he’d be able to tell, though. Would he make me do it again, from this point, injury and all?

He might, at that.

All right, let’s get on with it.

The first thing Morgan did was pull up her uplink, tying into the program Stump had implanted into the station’s systems. It was still there, and thankfully still performing the last instructions given to it, despite Stump’s uplink being out of commission.

Only when that was done did Morgan set about bandaging her leg, for now leaving the shrapnel in place and settling for immobilizing it as best she could.

“Okay, Marines. This is supposed to be a learning experience, right? What would you suggest I do?”

There was no reply, not even from the sergeant.

“Marines?” she repeated. Guess that was too much to hope for. Well, halfway there means halfway to go. This is going to be a long, long day.

***

Morgan pulled her headset off with shaking hands. Looking around the all too tiny room they were using to house the VR equipment for their training, she saw she was quite alone. She wasn’t surprised to see none of the other Marines had stuck around to watch, but that the sergeant was gone as well stung.

Was the sergeant even in there at all, or was my tormenter simply another part of the simulation?

Asad, she’d known was long gone, he’d announced he needed to end his observations and get back to the bridge at least an hour earlier, while Morgan had been hard at work fighting to maintain control over the cameras.

She’d failed in the end, as she’d known she would, but she did feel a tiny bit of grim satisfaction that she’d made it to the leader’s bunker-like suite of rooms only to find them predictably empty and a dozen guards waiting for her in his stead.

The phantom pains in her leg, and everywhere else where the simulation had ended in a rain of bullets… that rather overrode the satisfaction.

I would pay whatever Helga wants to use the bathtub tonight. Double if I can get enough hot water cycling through to stay in there for at least half an hour.

We’ll be in Breimley in another week, right? They can spare enough water for a really good bath when we’re that close to resupply, right?

Especially if I’m paying?

Sighing, Morgan moved to stand, finding her weariness so great she nearly fell back into the chair, catching herself against the table beside her chair at the last moment.

Maybe it is just as well they didn’t stay. They won’t get to see me being pathetic right now.

Once Morgan felt sure she could stand without falling flat on her face or rear, she headed out in search of Mary, who should be having some down time while Asad was on the bridge and Helga presumably sleeping.

***

The bath did not make up for the punishment she’d been put through during the day’s last training simulation, but it was good enough that Morgan didn’t care any longer.

Even better, since she was in the female bath and her uplink was all the way across the room in the small locker she’d commandeered, there was no way the sergeant, or almost anybody else for that matter, could bother her.

That was why it was surprising when she made out movement in the steamy room, the after a moment resolving itself into the familiar figure of Mary.

“Something important, I take it?” Morgan asked, hoping the answer was in the affirmative, since it had been Mary herself who’d made sure Morgan wouldn’t be disturbed by the rest of the female members of the crew for at least a solid hour.

“I’m afraid so.” 

“All right then. Could you hand me the towel? It’s on the bench to your left.”

“Oh, don’t get out yet. I’ll say my piece and then leave you to it. Steam’s thick enough in here I can’t see more than a meter in front of me anyway.”

Morgan wasn’t thrilled with the idea, but then again, she wasn’t thrilled with the prospect of leaving the soothing hot water either, so she settled for turning about in the overlarge tub and leaning on the edge so the tub itself was blocking everything from view anyway.

“I should have realized something was up when you’d said you’d pay to get a bath, but what Asad told me…”

Mary was quiet so long that Morgan felt the need to wave away a bit of steam and make sure Mary was still standing there.

“That brother-in-law of mine is thinking of pulling the plug,” Mary said at last, sighing as she said it.

“Just because I failed today doesn’t mean…” Morgan started to reply, but Mary cut her off with a bitter laugh.

“That isn’t why. Morgan, that wasn’t training. That was so far beyond necessary training I don’t even have a word for it.”

“You don’t think I should be prepared to finish the mission if I end up alone?” Why am I defending them? Wasn’t I just complaining about it myself?

“That’s not what…”

Mary sighed again.

“Look. You’ve been here a week, and do you know what I’ve seen, beyond the training and the briefings and the late-night trash holo sessions and all that?”

“No, I don’t,” Morgan answered honestly.

“Nothing, that’s what. I’m not even seeing that corporal, the one who’s supposed to be your assistant, uh… Stump. I’m not even seeing Corporal Stump around you as much, especially with you in the guest cabin and them all in the spare crew bunks. The problem is that you’re not part of the group, you’re an outsider to them, and Asad thinks they’ll not be concerned about your safety when it comes time to do your foolish crusade.”

“Crusade?”

“Never mind. Point is, they’ve not accepted you into the unit, and that’s dangerous.”

“That’s what Asad thinks, what do you think?”

“I think he’s right,” Mary answered without any hesitation. “That said, after having been the one to make every new hire feel welcome for the last decade or so, I think I have a solution. A remarkably simple one, even. I’m not sure you’re going to like it, though.”

“I like the idea of turning around and going home even less, I’m sure,” Morgan answered.

“Well, I’ll remember you said that. We’ll have to wait until we get to Breimley, but it won’t be too hard to pull off. But an important question first. Do you have any clothes besides uniforms with you, not the ones for the mission, something else, like for a party maybe?”

“What?”


Chapter 09

You know, I hadn’t thought about it, but I really didn’t get off the ship much, did I, on that one ill-fated trip on the Fate of Dawn?

If what Mary’s planning is typical of the outings the rest of the crew had, I’m almost certain that was for the best.

This is going to be… well, interesting doesn’t seem to quite cover it.

A new experience for me, let’s put it that way.

- M

 

MORGAN RESISTED the urge to smooth down the sides of her skirt for the tenth or so time since she’d put it on, her embarrassment as it ever so slowly bunched up as she walked warring with the surprise that they’d actually found someone among the crew who was even remotely close enough to her size to lend her clothes in the first place.

Close enough, in this case, still meant someone only somewhat taller and decidedly less muscular than Morgan; hence what was on the crewwoman a slimming skirt, was very tight indeed on Morgan.

It was also a reminder of how much had honestly changed in the years since she’d escaped Hillman – the woman who’d lent her the dress was not new to the crew, but at thirteen Morgan had been too small to have fit in her clothes.

The dress falls a little past the knee for me, and the loose sleeves past my elbow. How short is it on her? Morgan thought as she followed Mary to the airlock where the Moonlight was docked with one of the cargo transfer stations above Breimley.

It was a very pretty dress, in a style Morgan hadn’t seen before. The best way she had to describe it was that it looked like someone had been inspired by the great cathedrals of Zion or some other planet to recreate a stained-glass window in outfit form. So many patches of color in an intricate pattern, and various levels of opacity, some even seeming to draw in the light and glow, though that was only an illusion. At least, Morgan thought it was an illusion.

The entire gaggle of Marines – minus the colour sergeant – was waiting for the ladies at the airlock, dressed in a bewildering array of distinctive styles of civilian clothing.

Admittedly Morgan had not spent a lot of time on Albion, but she found it unlikely that McCoy’s outfit was traditionally popular anywhere, on or off Albion, consisting of red slacks paired with a shirt in the color of orange usually reserved for safety gear rounded out with purple boots and a yellow cap, and his was not the only outfit in the running for most outrageous ensemble present.

Well, part of the point of the outing was to get to know them better, how they dress when not in uniform should tell me something about their personality, at least.

On the other end of the ‘standing out’ group for the men was Ferguson, who would have looked right at home in a historical holo about the ancient cowboys, from large hat to the comically overlarge belt buckle down to the boots made of some sort of lizard hide. Even his jeans and plaid shirt seemed specially starched for the occasion.

Sgt. Bowman was more quietly dressed, not that he was particularly subdued, with a shirt printed with the saying ‘Sarcasm is Elemental to My Being’ where the word sarcasm was spelt with the elemental symbols for Sulfur, Argon, Calcium, and Samarium. That last Morgan wouldn’t have recognized, but each box helpfully included the full name of the element underneath. Having grown used to checking, she was almost certain he had a pistol holstered inside his right-side waistband, and his uplink was so brand new she’d barely heard of it before they’d left Parlon.

Olsen’s shirt was an eye-watering bright, bright yellow with stylized depictions of ladies, a few of whom she recognized from popular games series, mixed with some sort of tree Morgan wasn’t familiar with that seemed to only have branches or leaves on the very top of the trunk, rounded out with slacks in a shade of orange she suspected had been picked for being as far away from uniform colors as possible.

Yount had another shirt with a message on it – ‘Sorry Princess, I Only Date Girls That Might Stab Me’ in this case – but that was the extent of his similarity to Bowman’s outfit. A floppy hat with a wide, flat brim, a pair of the shorts she’d seen most of them use for the gym, and laced boots that went up to mid-calf, made of leather that probably had held a shine quite well when they hadn’t been worn out and then worn anyway for years longer. His eyes were hidden behind a pair of large, dark sunglasses.

Jenkins was dressed in a jacket with patches sewn on over most of it; looking closer Morgan could see they were all for various postings he’d had or different combat groups. Under that he wore a rather basic white tank top and black pants.

The ladies weren’t dressed quite so loudly as most of the men, but they certainly were dressed to draw attention. If nothing else Morgan felt less self-conscious about how her own dress looked when she compared it to Stump’s outfit of extremely tight crimson sequined minidress and heels. As Morgan looked over her, Stump smiled, then straightened one of the spaghetti straps on the dress, which promptly fell back down.

Underwood’s dress was of a style Morgan owned, thanks to her frequent excursions to dance with Max, not that she’d had a chance to wear it in the real world yet. It was a black dress made with a tight top and knee-length swishy skirt, accompanied by a pair of low heels designed for movement and dance steps.

Both Jones and Bateman had pants so tight Morgan wondered how they’d managed to get them on, the former in leather rounded out with a loose shirt emblazoned with the message ‘I Was Told To Check My Attitude; Yep, Still There’ with purple added to her hair, the latter jeans with a tank top and worn leather jacket with a thick wool collar, and sunglasses to match Yount, except mirrored.

Lastly, Janeski was dressed to show off her admittedly spectacular abs, with a tight sleeveless crop top and very low-slung jeans, with heeled boots in black that went all the way up to her knees.

Yount, the senior Marine present, nodded as Mary and Morgan approached, and spoke.

“The Marines are never ones to pass up a good time, and that’s before the offer of free booze.” He turned to Mary. “How many bars does this station have, anyway?”

“Oh, I’m not rightly sure. The really high-end ones aren’t worth crawling to, they’re boring. Sticking to the decent, the not so decent, and the holes in the wall, I’d say at least fifteen or so.”

That got a wave of nods and appreciative smiles from the gathered Marines, and a lopsided grin from Yount.

“Excellent, we’ll be able to pace ourselves for that many easily.” Returning his gaze to Morgan he added, “I’d apologize about the hit your bank account is about to take, or at least faking the same, but I heard about how many ships you got prize money for already in this war, so you’ll be fine. Probably.” Turning around he addressed the Marines. “Shall we test those limits?” he asked, getting a combined grunt of Oorah from all of them.

When they finished Morgan cleared her throat and addressed them.

“I can’t drink, and Mary has graciously agreed to not drink this evening so she can help me get wayward Marines back to the ship as they find themselves too delightfully drunk to continue.” She gave them what she hoped was a genuine style. “Mary tells me each bar will have some game or other they use as a selling point, and we’ll track how everyone does at each so we can declare a winner once we’re all done. Shall we head out?”

That got a combined cheer, slightly less resounding than their earlier oorah had been, but at least it was something.

“A few last things, not that I think you apes need the reminder,” Yount said, raising his hand to get their attention. “No mention of where we’re from, not even a hint that we’re active-duty Marines. Don’t volunteer anything, in fact try not to talk to the locals. If anyone presses, we’re mercenaries on a guard contract for some cargo, but we don’t know what the cargo is, beyond a vague ‘valuable.’ Secondly, weapons are allowed on the station, but I expect them to stay hidden unless needed, and unless the other guy pulls first they aren’t needed, got that?”

More than a few heads nodded, including Morgan’s. Realistically the risk was minimal. Traffic to Hillman was scarce at the best of times, and with everything going on the chances of another ship reaching Hillman before the Pale Moonlight was almost zero. Chances that a ship would reach Hillman from Breimley before the Moonlight were as close to zero as possible. That said, if any of the Marine officers heard about this little trip, well, someone was in for an epic chewing out.

Morgan also recognized that this level of fraternizing between officers and enlisted was a bad idea in the normal run of things, but blast it, she needed to be able to trust them with her life, and she was a conscripted joke of an officer anyway not even in the same service as the Marines, let alone the same formal chain of command.

“Follow me, Marines, the land of booze and beer pretzels awaits,” Mary said, scooting past them and heading out through the airlock with a swish of her hips, her own little black dress looking quite plain amongst the crowd as the Marines fell in behind her.

***

It wasn’t a long walk to the first bar – and for good reason, when a bar’s patrons would primarily be the crew of docked spaceships or the workers of said dock – and whatever Morgan had expected, it was not what she got.

In a way, she was reminded of Mary’s room, packed from floor to ceiling with spare parts, only here the parts were at a glance junk, and instead of being packed away they covered nearly every exposed surface like some mad imitation of an art museum.

The bar itself Morgan recognized as a stretch of conveyer from a cargo system, entering the room through one opening and looping around in a U-shape to exit it through another.

Glasses covered the stained and rusted belt, most attended by half-drunk spacers, others emptied and accompanied by soiled napkins and various forms of currency, both coin and paper.

Right, Mary did mention that Breimley locals tend to stick to physical money, something about not trusting their government.

There were tables strewn about the room, seemingly at random, with a few more bar patrons, and booths around the walls to either side, leaving the walls with exits leading deeper into the bar or back out onto the station somewhat free, besides the junk art installations, of course.

“Welcome, welcome newcomers,” the bartender said as their not so little group piled in, her voice surprisingly melodic coming from as it did from a woman who was built like a cargo loader with a creased face that reminded Morgan of the village grandmothers back home on Hillman. “Two drink minimum, and if you’re going to use the dart board make sure the booths to either side aren’t occupied first.”

“What’s the house special?” Mary asked in a loud voice.

“I could give you the names, but to save us time, a fortified peach wine.”

“I dunno,” Jenkins muttered, “Sounds a little too fruity for me.”

“Oh, hush,” Janeski countered, “I know for a fact you love you some brandy.”

“And?” Jenkins replied.

Mary waved her hands to silence both.

“A bottle, or more likely ten, is in order, and we’ll definitely want the tables by the dart board.”

“I’ll be paying,” Morgan said, holding up her uplink to indicate that would be electronically.

“Discount if you pay in metal,” the bartender said.

Shaking her head, Morgan shrugged.

“Don’t have any.”

“Suit yourself,” the bartender said, tapping a few buttons on a control panel Morgan hadn’t noticed among all the glasses and relics on the conveyer turned bar, and her uplink received the information to set up payement.

That done, Morgan sat down at one of the booths – not one of the pair flanking the round board she assumed was for the darts – and watched the Marines scatter and come back together.

Most of them walked over to the bar to retrieve the bottles and enough glasses for at least the first round or two, while a few started moving the tables and chairs about to their liking. Jones and Bateman headed straight for the faintly glowing machine that Morgan realized was the source of the background music in the room once the ladies’ excited punching of buttons caused the music to abruptly change, followed shortly thereafter by groans from most of the Marines and a few of the other patrons in the bar.

“Deal with it, ladies,” Jones bellowed at the lot of them, “Or pay to change it.”

The music in question wasn’t something Morgan recognized, played in a very upbeat style with heavy instruments and a singer whose voice she could best describe as ‘sugary,’ with lyrics that made her question the intelligence of whoever wrote them, which she was somehow sure was not the vapid sounding singer.

The darts proved quite popular, though the Marines’ accuracy with the thrown projectiles had a marked inverse relationship to how many of the bottles of wine they’d downed.

Morgan took her turns dutifully but was frankly terrible at it.

Laughing as she sat back down after failing to do better than hit the board at all, Corporal Olsen joined her.

“I’d wonder if you are lightweight, but you haven’t had anything but the local excuse for pineapple juice,” he said, gesturing to the dart board with his head. “I’ve seen you shoot, you’re decent enough for a civvy, and better than most Navy types. What gives?”

Morgan shrugged, laughing again despite herself.

“Easy enough, really. What’s the defining feature of Hillman?”

“What, all the heavy metals?”

“Yes, but no,” Morgan said with a snort. “What all that heavy metal causes.”

“The high gravity? What’s that got to do with your aim?”

“Problem isn’t in my eye, that’s fine. It’s my reflexes. I didn’t throw much back home either, but there I’d at least be passable.”

“Oh, I get it. You’re mentally expecting the darts to fall faster than they are. That’s why your aim is always too high.”

“Exactly. It isn’t so bad with guns since I learned those well after escaping to Zion.”

“Want me to teach you some?”

“What, darts? I don’t see much point in that, honestly.”

“Nah, something more useful. Knives. A throwing knife or three tucked away is an excellent emergency backup, barely increases gear weight, and can be used in a melee almost as easily as thrown.”

“I don’t know how good I could get, we’ll be to our destination in only a few weeks.”

“Plenty of time. Let me show you some of the basics,” Olsen said, standing and heading toward the line of Marines waiting to take their turn.

Morgan joined him and he produced a slim throwing knife, from where Morgan could not guess.

“I’ll do it slow this time, so you can see the motion. Learning how the blade travels will largely be a matter of experience, I’m afraid.”

He tossed the first, slowly, as he’d promised. Morgan was still processing his technique when he pulled a second from whatever hidden spot the first had come and threw it before she could even register that he’d started to draw.

“Impressive,” was all she could manage to get out.

“Hey, hey!” the bartender yelled from where she was leaning on the bar. “You’ve volunteered to buy me a new dartboard, mercenario tonto. It’s a dartboard, dart, none of this knife nonsense. Show off for the ladies where you can ruin your own stuff.”

Olsen shrugged with a sheepish grin, sauntering over to retrieve his blades.

“All right, all right, I get it, camarera,” he said, his accent changing to something approximating hers with the last word. He’d walked over to the bar as he talked, poking at his uplink. Morgan hadn’t seen him put them away, but the knives were nowhere to be seen. “Let’s settle up then, I don’t want a debt hanging over me.”

Morgan looked about, taking in the… she quickly counted… eleven empty bottles of the local special, the Marines looking slightly bored as they lounged on the chairs and in the booths, and decided it was as good a time as any to head to the next establishment.

“I’ll pay up now too,” she announced, catching Mary’s eye, and gesturing at the exit. “Time for a change in scenery, I think.”

There was a bit of grumbling, but for the most part the Marines simply gathered their things and slammed down whatever was left in their glasses.

“Next closest bar is a bit… different,” Mary announced over her shoulder as she led the group through the station’s dingy corridors. “Cozy is probably the word I’d use for it. It is also one of the bars that goes in for trivia questions as you drink.”

***

Cozy wasn’t a bad descriptor for the bar. Not a bad one… but it still fell short of being a strong enough word for the reality of the bar.

A bar, Morgan thought, snorting in amusement. This isn’t a bar, it is a grandmother’s kitchen surrounded by multiple – entirely different – dining rooms set for a family gathering.

She’d only caught a glimpse of the others as they were all ushered into a private room, but they reminded her of homes she’d seen in holos set on several different planets and time periods.

The one they were ensconced in, being the only available room large enough to fit them all, was patterned after a period of Earth history hundreds of years before Man left for the stars.

Or so the hostess had explained as she brought them in. Oddly, she hadn’t mentioned which, leaving Morgan to suspect that inspired by might be a better word choice than patterned after, and that the room’s accuracy was suspect.

It was certainly different than anything she’d expected, with low tables covered by blankets that reached the ground and surrounded not by chairs but by cushions, with a heating element beneath the table that made for a very sleepy experience.

They fit comfortably four to a table, except for one in the corner with five; Bateman and Jones were sharing a single side there. Once they were settled in, Morgan asked what the traditional drink was, for the room.

She’d never heard of it, barely even caught the name even, something starting with an S, but it seemed to meet with the approval of the Marines, so she ordered a couple bottles per table, plus whatever juice the hostess recommended for Mary and herself.

A few of the tables dived right in with the trivia game, provided by a flat display embedded into the top of the table. After the first few rounds Morgan’s table gave up on it when no one was able to answer any of the questions due to their regional nature.

It didn’t take long after that for Yount and Bowman – two of Morgan’s tablemates – to get involved with a rather technical conversation about the merits of the newest variant of the NCR weapon platform, leaving Morgan free to talk with Corporal Underwood.

“I’m guessing here, but do you like to dance?” she asked, gesturing at Underwood’s outfit. Not the smoothest opening for a conversation, but she lacked any other good lines of inquiry, given how little she’d interacted with the woman. Her other option was to ask about being a sniper, but while Morgan had diligently practiced with her pistols, as well as her recently captured rifle, she had almost no experience in shooting long distances. She didn’t really need any, given she was practicing for problems that might arise in the cramped confines of a starship, but even for close-in work she was an amateur at best, without any deep knowledge of the science or intricacies of gunplay.

Underwood tilted her head as she regarded Morgan.

“I do. Tell me, what made you come to that conclusion?”

“Oh,” Morgan furrowed her brow as she thought through her answer, but really there wasn’t much to it. “I figured that would be obvious. It was your dress and heels. With the tight bodice and loose skirt, it reminded me of others I’d seen specifically for dancing, and your shoes are clearly designed to provide a lot more stability when moving than you normally see in high heels.”

Before answering, Underwood let out a chuckle.

“You’re right, but almost no one picks up on that. I didn’t take you for a dancer; with your build I’d have figured you were much more into the more, uh, martial types of exercise.”

Morgan shrugged.

“You’re not wrong, but my… well, Max, he took us dancing for our first official date.”

“Yeah? Planetside or in orbit? I think I’ve found all the good ones in orbit, and at least the best in the capital on Zion.”

“VR, actually. We were still a few months out from Albion on our way back from the asteroid belt. He dug up a recreation of a dancehall on Earth’s moon.”

“Wow. It is really hard to get good programs for Earth, most of what we had from before we lost contact doesn’t work with modern systems anymore.”

There was a brief lull in the conversation, as Underwood sipped her small glass of alcohol.

“Ah, nice and warm, as it should be,” she said. This she followed up with a sigh and a grimace, expressions that didn’t seem to have anything to do with her drink. “Look, it isn’t really my place, but I’ve noticed you keep hesitating when the subject of Max comes up. I can think of several reasons why it could be a painful subject, but I don’t want to presume. Do you want to talk about it?”

Morgan glanced over at the men sharing their table, but they were still engrossed in their own conversation – and had downed at least two bottles already between them – so the potential of them eavesdropping wasn’t really a valid excuse.

“All right, I suppose I should talk about it with someone. I know I talked about my experiences with up close and personal fighting when we met, but how much of my experiences in the space war have you hear about?”

Underwood shrugged.

“Almost nothing, honestly. I know you were in command of a merchant ship. Obviously, you were conscripted when the war broke out, and you’ve seen combat. You did something to earn the Distinguished Service Order, but none of us heard for what.”

“Not too much to say, at least from my point of view,” Morgan said, sighing and closing her eyes, involuntarily reliving the sounds of battle, the reports of ships lost, of the damage Sally had taken.

“Max… I met him what feels like forever ago, but I guess it hasn’t even been a year yet, whichever calendar you want to use. He works for a merc company, the one my company uses for security and to man the weapons on our ship that has them. Ships now, I suppose.

“I wouldn’t have survived that first run-in with the pirates, out in the asteroids, without him.”

Morgan couldn’t help but snort, shaking her head as she thought back on the events on the mining station.

“We weren’t sure they were pirates, yet, and the crazy fool stuck a grenade on the wall by the lift as we walked into the control room for the station. I have no idea what his plan was for removing it if things hadn’t gone sideways.

“They did, and we ended up captured, but I was able to get a message out only because we were able to get out of the command center before they caught us.

“Anyway, after that he offered to teach me unarmed combat, and we, well, we grew closer.”

Now it was Morgan’s turn to pause so she could take a drink, followed by a rather involuntary yawn.

“Goodness this setup is cozy,” she muttered, yawning again, and closing her eyes for a few moments.

Underwood spoke up, probably wondering if Morgan was actually falling asleep.

“So far, I’m hearing nothing to be distressed about. Apart from, you know, the fighting and risk of death, this doesn’t sound so far off from millions of stories of how a couple got together.”

“That gets us to the next part,” Morgan said, leaving her eyes closed. “He proposed, in his usual bumbling way, before I came to the Victory.”

“But you didn’t say yes?” Underwood asked, sounding confused, and looking more than a little confused, Morgan confirmed as she opened her eyes and looked over at the other woman. “I mean, I’m guessing, given you’re so upset, but the way you talk about him… well, normally I would have thought a yes a foregone conclusion.”

“I didn’t say no… but I didn’t say yes either. I told him to try again but to do it properly.”

“Ah. And he didn’t get a chance to do so before you left? And now you’re worried that you won’t be back to give him the opportunity?”

“More than that. The last battle I was in, it was… it was bad. We lost a lot of good people, whole ships, gone. At the end I was faced with a terrible choice. We could push ahead and hope the enemy kept retreating or leave them to flee and hope they didn’t turn and fire on the civilian ships.”

“I don’t understand. That choice seems an easy one.”

“Yes, it should be, it normally would be, but I’d also been informed by the engineer that Sally had taken so much damage, across several engagements, that the superstructure would likely collapse outright from the stress of even one more railgun strike.”

“And you chose duty.”

“Yes. I did. It was the right choice – before long we got unexpected reinforcements, and the day was saved, with no civilian casualties. That said… earlier in the fight we’d taken a few hits, and it looked like the fire control compartment, which the mercs used as their command center, had taken a direct hit.”

“And he was in that command center?”

Morgan didn’t say anything, but the answer must have been obvious on her face, as Underwood nodded and continued.

“So then, you’re wondering if you made the right decision for the wrong reasons? That you chose to risk your life because you thought he could be dead? He isn’t, I take it? Dead I mean?”

“No, he’s not. But he was gravely injured, and he was still in a coma when we left the system.”

“Guilt over what might have influenced your actions, worry about coming home, and regret over time wasted? That’s a heady mix.”

“When you put it like that…”

Morgan leaned onto the table, as much from the comfortable heat of the setup as from the swirl of emotions the conversation was raising in her chest.

“Well, I can’t guarantee anything, but answer me this. Will he recover?”

“Yes, though they’ll have to replace his legs with bionics.”

“Not ideal, admittedly, but modern biotech is amazing. Usually, you can’t even tell unless you know exactly what to look for.”

“Is that so? There is only one person I know that has one – he had his throat torn almost out in some accident on a starship, I never heard the details. The scars were still obvious, and his voice was clearly artificial.”

“Was that a bionic implant, or cybernetic?”

“There’s a difference?”

Underwood laughed.

“Oh goodness, yes. Unfortunately, I am way too drunk to explain it. There are reasons to go with cybernetics over bionics in some cases, I can’t possibly guess why for your friend’s case, though.”

“They’ll look like they did before?”

“Your fiancé’s legs? Yep. His sense of touch shouldn’t even be impacted, at least not much.” Underwood closed her eyes for a moment, swaying a bit in place, enough that Morgan wondered if she’d fall over entirely. “Where was I going with this?”

“The alcohol starting to affect you more?”

“Nonsense. I’m a Marine it will take more than…” Underwood glanced down, looking as if she was only now realizing that she’d downed an entire bottle herself, on top of whatever she’d had at their first stop. “Well, okay. That is a bit much. I’d be envious of the men, they can drink a lot more without feeling it, but they also have all that bulk to deal with ungraciously.”

“Is that why you like to dance?” Morgan asked, figuring it was as good an excuse to change the topic, and suspecting she knew what Underwood’s last point had been anyway.

“It is freeing, twirling about, always in movement,” Underwood answered, swaying about again, but this time in an obviously intentional manner. “Do you know what it takes, sniping?”

“I’m sure I don’t,” Morgan answered with a shake of her head.

“There was one shot I took, can’t say where, or when. Took me two days to get into position, a day waiting for the target, and then three days to get out, after taking the shot. It wasn’t far, if I’d been running, or even walking, a few hundred meters, but I had to move in ever so slowly. The shot was, oh, a few kilometers? Memory’s getting a bit fuzzy, this stuff is really good.”

“Do you like dancing because it is so different from your work?”

“It is hard sometimes, staying so still. You get this urge to wiggle about, to move wildly, simply to remind yourself that you can. Never do it, ‘course, but the temptation is still there. When I’m dancing, I can let it all out, move like nobody else is there, like no one is watching.”

“It is the opposite of sniping, you’re saying?”

“In more ways than just the movement,” Underwood said, nodding vigorously. “As a sniper, I’m a tool, for the most part. I don’t decide who to target, where to go.”

Underwood snorted.

“Not too different from any solider, suppose, but bit more personal when you’re going after one particular person, rather than ‘the enemy.’”

“And in dancing you make all the decisions?”

“Mostly. With a partner, well, that’s a little different. Giving up control to be led, guided rather than ordered. I guess? I don’t know that I’m making a lot of sense.”

Morgan thought it over, realizing she did understand. She had realized that she wanted to be in control, to be making the decisions, in her professional life, but then she thought back to the gym, with Max pinning her to prove a point in her training, his face inches from hers…

“Hmm. You do understand, don’t you?” Underwood said, a rather sly smile crossing her face.

Feeling her face heat up, Morgan muttered something of a denial that even she didn’t believe, and she let the topic lapse, going to the length of standing up to go get more booze and juice.

By the time she’d returned, the hostess following behind with fresh bottles of both, Underwood had laid her upper body on the table, not quite dozing but decidedly unaware, a rather silly smile on her face.

Yount looked up from his conversation, taking in Morgan, Underwood, and then looking around the room to where a few of the other Marines were enjoying the comfort of their accommodations similarly to Underwood.

“We’d best get on with, then,” Yount said, his frame shaking with what Morgan guessed was a suppressed chuckle. “Be bad for our reputation to doze off like a pack of toddlers.”

“Last round, you bunch of degenerates,” McCoy added, his stern statement rather hindered by him hurriedly raising the back of his hand to his mouth, not quite managing to hide the yawn he ended on.

***

The next several bars were barely memorable compared to the first two, lacking both the unique atmosphere or unusual drinks to distinguish them.

Morgan managed to have a chat with a few more of the Marines, though as they got progressively more alcohol in them it became correspondingly harder to keep a single topic going long enough to get anywhere. Ferguson was an exception to this. The more he drank the more he was willing to talk with Morgan – or anyone else in earshot – about his various hobbies that honestly sounded to her to be hardly different from his official position of communication specialist.

That he was prone to ‘borrowing’ various listening arrays and deep range telescopes to scan for messages of a non-human origin was equal parts fascinating and baffling to Morgan.

In most of a millennium since leaving Sol mankind had found no evidence of intelligent life in the galaxy; no signals, no ruins, and certainly no alien starships or visitors. It was so quiet out among the stars that no one was really listening anymore.

No one but men like Ferguson, it would seem.

He hadn’t found anything of note – of course he hadn’t – but that didn’t stop him from continuing to listen in most any spare moment he had, from how he told the tale.

At one point he slipped up, mentioning that he had heard some very interesting transmissions indeed, transmissions from a much closer source, but before he got into it he coughed, shook his head, and muttered something about it all being classified after the fact while his face turned beet red, and not from the booze.

She next found herself seated with Corporal Bateman, trying to divine if the medic was trying to make her ill as she went on about rather unpleasant details of various battlefield treatments she’d performed over her time with the Marines, or if she simply didn’t realize how grisly her anecdotes were.

If she’d been asked an hour previously how strong her stomach was, Morgan would have been confident in answering that hers was iridium-clad. She’d not wish the experiences that had given her such a stomach on anyone, but she had had them. The aftermath of mining accidents when she’d been little had been bad enough, but then all the fights she’d been in? She thought she’d seen it all.

Bateman… had seen more.

As the group trudged on to their next bar Morgan reflected on the night, deciding that it had been working as Mary had predicted, but still not as well as Morgan had hoped.

Oh, she was getting to know the Marines better, yes, and hopefully them her, assuming they remembered the evening after the hangovers they were sure to have, but the members of the squad she’d most hoped to be able to talk with – Sergeants McCoy and Bowman, and Sergeant Yount in Behm’s absence – had remained aloof.

Corporal Stump, as well, had busied herself chatting with the others, and hadn’t to Morgan’s recollection said five words to her all evening.

Nor did it look like she was going to get a chance to talk with her now. The bar they’d walked into as Morgan was lost in thought had only one virtue that Morgan could see, or rather not see. The bar was so dark she could only dimly make out the grime, dirt, and rust that seemed to be waging a war to the hilt to dominate every available surface.

How they even managed to get rust on a climate controlled space station where every exposed surface should be treated was beyond Morgan, but the bar did, much as she wanted to deny it.

Simply looking around made her want to wipe her palms on her dress, and she hadn’t even touched anything yet.

There wasn’t anyone to greet them as they entered the bar, and after a moment mutually looking around, Mary started off toward the back corner, the rest following after a moment.

It was a single large room, but the bar itself had a translucent barrier around it on three sides, leaving only the front open to approach it.

And now I’m wondering if that wall was originally transparent. Lovely.

Back in the far corner there was a bit less obvious rust… mostly because the stools were padded, this adding exposed stuffing to the list of ‘aesthetic’ choices of the establishment. There weren’t enough empty tables together for them, but they did at least manage to stay in the same section.

Morgan ended up at a table with Janeski and Jones.

At least this looks clean, Morgan thought as she tentatively poked the top of the table. The stools look fine, too. The dingy atmosphere has to be intentional, which is weird, but whatever. As long as they’re cleaning the important stuff we’ll be fine.

Jones said something, but Morgan couldn’t hear it over the general din of the bar – it felt like the patrons were making up in sound what the place lacked in lighting, beyond the already loud and heavy music – but it sounded like Janeski couldn’t hear either, shaking her head.

With an eyeroll Morgan could barely see Jones repeated herself, this time shouting.

“I’ll get whatever they have on tap, and something non-alcoholic for you.”

Nodding, she headed for the bar. Watching her as she went, Morgan realized that the purple streaks in her hair were faintly glowing, and probably had been the entire evening, but hadn’t been noticeable in the more brightly lit venues they’d visited to that point.

Janeski tapped on Morgan’s shoulder, bringing her attention back to the tiny woman. She said something, but again Morgan couldn’t make out any of the words.

Grimacing, Janeski gestured with her uplink, then pointed at her jaw.

No, not her jaw, Morgan realized after a moment, but the spot between her jaw and ear, and her comms implant.

Morgan pulled up her uplink, tying into the implant and connecting to Jeneski’s.

“Won’t they be upset we’re using the incredibly sophisticated and highly encrypted subdermal comm device to chat in a dive bar?” Morgan asked once the connection was finished working through the scrambling and encryption protocols.

Janeski shrugged.

“If they didn’t want us to use them, they shouldn’t have shoved them into our bodies in the first place. They don’t even remove them after we get out of the service, so why not treat them as ours?”

“Wait, really, they don’t?” Morgan asked, finding it hard to believe, not from a cost standpoint – she doubted a removed device could be reused on someone else, for one thing – but because of the secrecy and security concerns.

“Nope. Ours to keep. Didn’t they explain to you beforehand that they’re designed to be almost impossible to remove in case we get captured?”

Frowning, Morgan thought over what that might mean from a practical standpoint.

“No. No, they did not.” She knew her tone had gone downright frosty, but trusted Janeski to understand that Morgan’s ire wasn’t directed at her.

“Ouch, that’s rough. Though given how important this is to you, I’d guess you’d still have agreed to it, no?”

That was a good point, and one she thought over for long moments before responding.

“Yes, yes, you’re right about that. Doesn’t make them keeping me in the dark any better, though,” was Morgan’s reply.

About then Jones returned with three bottles held precariously by their necks in one hand, a trio of shot glasses held pinched between her fingers in the other.

As before, whatever she said as she placed them on the table was swallowed up in the ambient sound of the place.

Janeski motioned for Jones to join them on the secure comm line, a process that took less time than it had with Morgan.

“I think they think they’re being cute, stocking nothing alcohol free besides water and grape juice. I guess they’re not big on mixed drinks. Shame, really, I recognize one of the brands of vodka, and while it isn’t much on its own, it does make for a great madras,” Jones repeated as she put the bottle of juice in front of Morgan and the bottles of what looked to be beer in the middle of the table.

Janeski picked up one of the bottles, peering closely at it and turning it about.

“Given the rest of the place I’d suspect an inability to stock much variety,” she said, pulling a handkerchief from a back pocket and proceeding to wipe down the top of the bottle. Finished with that one, she unfolded the handkerchief to get a clean section and reached for the second bottle. “At least these are imported beers, and not the local swill.”

“True enough. Last time I got stuck with the local brew on a backwater like this I ended up standing a one woman guard duty outside a latrine for two days, after medical had finished doing what they could for me,” Jones added with a chuckle.

The chuckle sounded wrong, hollow somehow, startling Morgan for a moment until she realized that it was a result of the subdermal comm. and not anything wrong with her hearing or Jones’ mirth.

Face to face and talking through a device, she thought with a mental chuckle of her own. Good enough that I legitimately forgot we were using it for a moment there.

“Rite of passage, that,” Janeski said. She gestured toward Morgan’s juice, to which she nodded and handed it over to the other woman. She wiped it down as deftly as the others, though the bottle was so dusty it took her a bit longer to finish. “Guess they don’t get much call for juice here,” she commented as she returned it to Morgan. “I still remember my first port call out-system. It wasn’t even a bad place, a transit hub above Aston. I don’t remember why we were all the way out there. Hell, I might not even have been told at the time, I was still a private. Anyway, they had a brandy they told us was made from the local pear crops. Didn’t taste bad, middling for a brandy I’d say, but it sure didn’t taste like pear. Well, long story short, I ended up in sickbay for most of a week, hallucinating purple tigers and dancing trees and everything in-between. Turns out the pears, or what they think are pears, or used to be pears, whatever, anyway, they have a bacteria growing on them, purely local, that puts out a minute toxin that doesn’t affect the locals at all, or even most humans, but a lucky few get taken for a magic carpet ride to make the most jaded junkie jealous.”

“Dancing trees?” Morgan asked, trying to imagine it, and failing. Despite her time on Zion, when she thought of trees she still thought of the thick, towering trunks of the hardwoods back home, and they didn’t even sway under the light breezes that passed for energetic weather on Hillman, any that did would have broken under their own weight in short order.

“Yeah, they had a nice samba beat,” Janeski said with a laugh. Snorting, she continued in deadpan tones, “To this day I can’t stomach watching ‘The Dancing Missionary.’”

Jones burst into laughter at this comment, and Morgan managed a smile.

Must be something popular on Albion. At least I can get the gist of the joke. “Did the locals somehow luck out in not being affected?”

Janeski shook her head before answering more fully.

“Nah. I wondered that myself, and I had plenty of time on my hands the last day or so in sickbay after the trees left, so I looked into it. The initial survey team didn’t notice it, and the first batch of settlers didn’t have anyone affected, small enough group, yaknow?” Janeski snorted, shaking her head, and chuckling before continuing. “Where was I? Right. Didn’t notice it at first. Anyway, it wasn’t until the third, uh, wave of settlers, when population started getting into the millions, that they started having cases.”

“I’ll bet they all worried it was some sort of terraforming thing,” Jones added, pointing at Janeski with her open bottle. “Like what happened on… what was that place called? You know the one I’m talking about, the planet out by Malebolge? Wasn’t more than ten light years away, two planets in the sweet zone?” Now Jones was looking at Morgan, and despite the slight drunken slur in her speech, Jones seemed very certain Morgan would know the answer.

“Do you mean settled from Hillman?” Morgan’s headshake was much more emphatic than Janeski’s had been a moment before. “Hillman never had any daughter colonies, unfortunately. If they had we’d probably not be in the mess we are now.”

Jones shrugged.

“I’m telling you, they did, and the whole place was written off. Completely toxic to humans. I forget just now why, but I do remember them saying in school it would be a few thousand years before the place was worth checking in on, and then only if we’d run out of other places.”

“I remember reading about that,” Janeski said, giggling a bit as she shrugged. “I was too busy with the wrestling and martial arts teams to pay attention; I don’t remember the name either. Anyway, yeah, they thought it was a problem with the changes they’d made. Spent years trying to figure it out, but really, the problem sorta solved itself.”

“How can that be? If it had solved itself why were you visited with purple tigers years later?” Morgan asked. Her brow furrowing in confusion.

“Oh, real easy, you see. Think about it. Would you stay on a planet that sent you tripping randomly when they couldn’t even narrow down the cause? The people that it hits, it is genetic, yeah? Didn’t take long for anyone with that gene to, ya know,” Janeski said, swooping her hand out away from her with a whooshing noise. “No one left to get it, no more problem.”

“Until the next new group arrives,” Morgan pointed out.

“Well, yeah. And eventually they got it sorted, but that took a few decades. And really, even now the solution is the same. Anyone moves there and starts dancing with the trees, the fancy hat types pay to move again.”

Morgan thought that over. If it really was harmless to most people that might actually be the best solution. Better than trying to eradicate something endemic to the planet and as small as a bacteria, and certainly better than abandoning an otherwise perfectly habitable world.

“Wait. If they know about it, and know some people from the rest of the galaxy will be affected, why export their brandy?”

“Ah, well, that’s my own fault,” Janeski said, a giggling fit turning into a cough before she shrugged sheepishly. “Seriously though, like you always read through the tiny print before you sign stuff or pay attention to all the blah blah blah of some annoyingly perky waitress trying to sell you on whatever is most expensive instead of the cheap stuff right there.”

You’d think they’d be more vigilant about something like that, Morgan thought. Then again, if it really is literally in the range of one in a million or more…

Morgan felt the person approaching more than saw them, though she could barely catch them moving out of the corner of her eye as well.

Turning, she found herself looking directly into Ferguson’s plaid stomach.

Grumbling, Morgan looked up and up into his face.

I don’t need anyone to be as short as me. I don’t want to be unreasonable. I don’t want to be unrealistic. It’s just… can’t someone be a little less massively taller than I am? For once? “Something you need, Sergeant?”

Instead of saying anything, he gestured with his head toward the main section of the bar, while rubbing his fingers and thumb together in what Morgan had learned was an incredibly old signal for ‘money.’

Why that meant money, she couldn’t say. For obvious reasons it wasn’t a signal on Hillman, and on Zion she’d been more concerned with learning the various idioms, expressions, and sayings than she had learning why.

Especially after she’d asked a few times and realized that for most of the sayings the locals didn’t know anyway. It simply was what it was, and had been for generations before any of them had been born.

Nodding, Morgan stood, pausing to finish the last few gulps of her bottle, then headed to the bar.

As she did, she saw Ferguson slip onto her vacated spot, a smile crossing his face as he produced a fresh bottle of booze from somewhere.

She paused for a moment, fiddling with her uplink to put the open communications line on hold. It took her two tries – the implant’s controls were nonstandard, and it was difficult to see the uplink in the gloom.

I really should have set up the payment before sitting down, she thought to herself as she worked her way through the crowd. Honestly surprised it took this long to demand it, given how quickly the Marines are knocking back bottle after bottle.

Through a small gap in the constantly shifting mass of people she caught a glimpse of the very distinctive red sequins of Stump’s dress, and it looked like the corporal was leaning up against the bar talking with the bartender.

Maybe this will work out to my benefit, though. I was frustrated I hadn’t been able to talk with Stump wasn’t I? Morgan couldn’t help but sigh. Even as I’m trying to get closer to them I have to pull back. Talk with Stump, not Pamela.

That I understand that doesn’t make me like it any more.

Once within the semi-enclosed area around the bar the ambient noise level dropped off precipitously, and the dim lighting was, well, still dim, but not so dim that she couldn’t see who she was talking to. 

Should have sat at the bar, at least here I can hear myself think. Pity there isn’t enough room for all of us, though.

On the other hand, Morgan thought, as she took in the makeup of the rest of the patrons seated at the bar, maybe not.

There were some six or seven ladies seated around the length of the long u-shaped bar, each, as Morgan’s friend Linda would say, ‘gussied up and glittered out,’ to some extent or other. There were also perhaps thrice that many men, mostly standing or leaning against the translucent divider wall, though how well dressed they were varied more wildly.

Rugged I think is the best descriptor here, some of them maybe even ruggedly handsome.

I know most freighters and other long-haul starships have more male employees than female, but this is a little ridiculous.

Morgan looked about again, her eyes lingering on the rust and grime.

Especially given our present surroundings.

Suppressing a grimace, Morgan slid up next to Stump who was all the way at one end of the bar. Sitting on the tall stool next to her, she signaled for the bartender.

Looks like he’s busy with another customer or three, I have a moment. Stump’s a Marine, there’s no way she doesn’t realize this is the, uh, the bar’s designated singles mixing area, right?

“What can I do for you, ma’am?” Stump had reverted to her traditional formal diction, cutting herself off with a cough, before continuing in what was clearly a somewhat forced informal tone, accompanied with an insincere looking smile. “I mean, what brings you my way, Morgan? Conversation out there not to your liking?”

Everything she does is deliberate. ‘Forgetting’ that the Sergeant stressed we not reveal ourselves as military was intentional. Why did she do that, that is the question. “The conversation was fine. Some interesting stories about purple tigers and suspect pears.” Morgan turned on her stool a bit to face Stump more closely. “Need to pay up. Place like this, I’d be suspicious if they offered to open anyone a tab.”

“Uh-huh,” Stump murmured. “And you picked the stool next to me because?”

Morgan snorted.

“Come on, isn’t it obvious? If I’d picked any other stool, I’d already have at least one of those men coming over to talk with me.”

“You think talking with me will stop them?” Stump asked, tilting her head to the side as she regarded Morgan.

“Should slow them down a bit. Besides, we haven’t had a chance to talk tonight, have we?”

“No, we haven’t.” Stump’s answer came with a shrug, confirming Morgan’s guess that Stump had been avoiding her, but not why.

Well, time is short, and maybe I’m lucky enough for her to be more willing to talk after all those drinks over the past few hours. “You sound absolutely devastated that such is the case.”

Stump frowned, but didn’t say anything.

“Well, I want to talk with you, even if you don’t. You could always simply get up and walk away, I won’t stop you, but it would be a bit cold of you to leave me here with all these men, and no backup.”

Stump snorted at that.

“You’ve more than proved yourself capable of watching out for yourself, Morgan. Playing the weak damsel doesn’t suit you. Nor does relying on others to keep you safe.”

Morgan let the conversation die for a moment as she considered. Stump was opening up to her, more than she probably realized, in Morgan’s estimation. That hadn’t been merely a barb about Morgan’s meager attempt to keep the conversation going, she was sure of it. There was too much vitriol behind the words for that, too much emotion. She wasn’t sure what it meant, not yet, but now she had her first clue about what was really on Stump’s mind.

She’s angry, and angry with me. Not the best thing to have in someone who’s supposed to be my assistant, but you can’t solve a problem you don’t know about, and at least now I know there is a problem to solve.

Before Morgan could press the issue further they were interrupted by the bartender finally finishing up with the other bar patron and coming over.

“Whadd’ya need?” he asked brusquely, gesturing over his shoulder with the rag he’d been ‘cleaning’ a glass with until that moment.

Is he trying to look like something out of a historical holo? Morgan suppressed a grimace as something occurred to her. Actually, I hope he is. Given the state of this place, the otherwise unthinkable alternative that he is actually washing a glass that way only is honestly quite likely. “I need to set up payment for my group. They’ve all been up over the last, oh, quarter hour or so.”

“Can you be a bit more specific, or do you want to pay for everyone who’s ordered in that timeframe?”

Now Morgan did groan, though hopefully quietly enough that he didn’t hear.

“I don’t think anyone else came in after we did, so limit it to the newcomers.”

“Girl, I don’t track who comes and goes every minute.”

“And I don’t suppose you took names?” Morgan asked, though she was certain she already knew what the answer would be.

The bartender snorted.

“Right. Fine, let me describe them to you,” Morgan said with a sigh, launching into brief descriptions of the Marines. In her peripheral vision she noted Stump rising to her feat, headed not toward the wider bar, but the opposite direction – the trio of doors at the back of the room, one undoubtedly the back spaces of the bar, the other two clearly labeled as the restrooms. Good luck with that. Hopefully cleaner than the rest of the place, but given that most bars have bathrooms dirtier than the main area…

Best not dwell on that. That, and be grateful that I freshened up at our last stop.

Noting that Stump had left her drink at the bar, Morgan reached over and slid it closer, where she could keep an eye on it without needing to turn her head.

The corporal had not emerged from the restroom by the time Morgan – finally – finished dealing with paying for the honestly astounding levels of drinking the Marines were managing, so she ordered some more juice and settled in to wait.

Unsurprisingly, it did not take long for someone to approach her.

“Is this seat taken?” a man asked.

He was dressed in a simple dark blue pair of overalls, practically standard gear for freighters of all types. He was also one of the men present that fell more toward the ‘ruggedly handsome’ side of things, but Morgan of course wasn’t interested, and even if she had he looked a bit too old for her. Not that looks were the most reliable way of guessing age.

Seems silly to be annoyed about a medical treatment that triples lifespans, but there are times not being able to even guess someone’s age is annoying.

But never mind that, drink sitting on the bar right there, obviously not mine given you asked me mid-sip of my juice, no, it isn’t taken, I was saving half a beer for whoever came first. She finished drinking and firmly put her glass down before answering him. “Bottle says it is, I would think.”

“Well then, I can keep you company until they get back,” the man continued smoothly, flashing her a smile that wasn’t bad, as far as it went, but paled terribly in comparison to Max’s weakest attempts.

Morgan made sure he could see her roll her eyes before she answered.

“And what if ‘they’ are my big strong boyfriend? Not interested, I hope you have better luck elsewhere.” Morgan accompanied her statement with a slight shooing motion with one hand.

“Come now, I saw you sitting with that looker earlier. I don’t think she’s your boyfriend. And here I thought you’d be happy someone was looking your way, with your pretty friend here turning heads.”

Does that… does that ever work? Subtly insulting my looks compared to my companion and insinuating I should be grateful for the attention? “Very flattered. Also very taken. On with you, no sense in wasting your own time.”

It was far nicer a rejection than Morgan wished it to be, but she hoped a polite rejection would work better than a rude one.

The man grimaced, but after a moment his attention flicked to something to Morgan’s left, and he stood up, giving her a very insincere smile before walking toward the back of the bar.

Rubbing her temple, Morgan took another long drink.

I wonder what is keeping Stump… oh.

A few scant feet from the door leading into the restroom stood Stump, arms crossed across her chest, wearing a slight scowl, and looking at the man who had been propositioning Morgan.

He’s going to get himself laid out with a single punch if he’s not careful. Guess I’d better defuse the situation before it comes to that.

It would mess up the rest of our plans for the evening.

Slipping off her stool, she took a moment to straighten out her too tight skirt once again, and then walked up behind him. She caught Stump’s gaze, but it didn’t look like he’d noticed her yet.

“When I wished you luck elsewhere, I did not mean for you to chat up my friend,” Morgan said loudly, stepping around him as she said it and very slightly putting herself between him and Stump, a little to the side.

“What do you care? Regretting turning me down, perhaps?”

“Oh, nothing like that,” Morgan said, taking a very tiny step to the left as she said it, now that she had his attention on her rather than on Stump. As she hoped, he turned ever so slightly to keep his body and head pointed at her. It probably wasn’t a conscious decision on his part, but a subconscious one to stay engaged with a speaker, but it didn’t matter in the end why he turned, only that he did.

That’s right, focus on me, the entirely not drunk and not Marine girl who won’t smack you if you step out of line.

I feel a little bad, assuming that Stump will get violent, but I’d rather err on the side of caution, especially with how much she’s had to drink. With how much they’ve all had to drink.

“Then what, you don’t think I’m good enough for her?” The man seemed offended by this, despite being the one to suggest it himself.

“Just a matter of compatibility, friend,” Morgan said, soothingly. “I don’t want you wasting your time, when there are so many other pretty ladies here that could benefit from your charm.” It even has the benefit of being true, I think. We’re drawing a lot of eyes to us, and a couple of the ladies are watching you, as best I can tell. I wish you would notice and try them, but you not getting smacked is as far as I’m willing to help you.

“Oh, don’t be shy, now,” the man said, reaching out and placing one rather large hand on Morgan’s shoulder, squeezing lightly. “I know I can be an intimidating presence, but don’t worry, I’m always the perfect picture of a gentleman.”

Morgan gave him as big a smile as she could manage, without being able to vouch for how sincere it would look.

“Please remove your hand,” she said, slowly and clearly rotating her shoulder as if to shrug the hand off. “I’d rather not have to remove it myself.”

She’d continued to slide to the side as they’d talked, and Stump was now directly behind the man and in front of Morgan. She could easily see the corporal’s face, and the look there was terrifying, despite the knowledge that it wasn’t directed at Morgan.

“Now, darling, let’s not be hast…”

The man didn’t get to finish his statement, as Stump sucker punched him in the side of his stomach, the blow sinking in with a wet thud that was clearly audible, despite the loud background noise even close to the sheltered bar.

He let out a gasp, dropping to his knees, the wind knocked out of his lungs.

So much for trying to diffuse the situation.

“You should have listened to the lady,” Stump said, stepping back a pair of paces and dropping into what Morgan could recognize as a combat stance, even if she wasn’t familiar with the specific style being used. “You’ll be fine in a moment; we’ll take our leave.”

“How,” he coughed a few times, struggling to his feet, “how dare you.” He hadn’t turned around while forcing himself upright, so whoever he was speaking to, Stump or Morgan, he was looking at Morgan, though she could also see his eyes dart about to either side of her, looking past her at the rest of the bar.

“Just got the wind knocked out of you,” Morgan said, giving him a rather sheepish smile. “I was hoping to avoid unpleasantness, but my friend is right. We’ll leave you to…”

Morgan cut herself short as his hand came up toward her face, a badly telegraphed back-handed slap that was so clumsy Morgan realized the man was drunker than she’d initially thought.

Even as that thought process was working its way through her mind, her body was reacting based on the training she’d had and reflexes honed not only by said training, but by a youth spent on a heavy gravity world.

She grabbed his arm at the wrist and twisted sharply, following up with a blow from her other hand to his shoulder, the leverage and pressure on the wrist giving it extra power, the shoulder popping out of joint visibly.

Oh blast it, she thought as he dropped back to his knees, screaming in pain and cradling the injured arm with the other. All I’ve done is make things worse.

Seriously girl, the whole reason Max started teaching you how to fight was because you broke up a mess room scuffle by breaking a guy’s ankle. You’re supposed to have learned how to better handle things.

Stump was grimacing, and Morgan couldn’t help but return the expression with an added shrug.

“Time to leave,” she said, turning to leave the bar area…

…And noticing the nearly dozen or so men who had been drinking or flirting, but were now all looking right at Morgan with furious expressions.

The men all wearing similar dark blue overalls.

She glanced back at the man she’d hit.

Dark blue overalls with the same ship patch.

That’s… that’s not good.

Glancing back at Stump, Morgan found her rolling her shoulders in a quick limbering up move, the grimace replaced with a more predatory grin.

“Well, nothing left to do but enjoy ourselves,” she said, stepping past the downed spacer and standing next to Morgan. “I could have taken him, you know.”

“I know,” Morgan said, resisting the urge to close her eyes and pinch the bridge of her nose – unwise with the men now approaching – but she did indulge in a long sigh. “I know, but I was trying to avoid this.”

“Avoid a bar fight? During a crawl? Now that’s unnatural.” Stump laughed. “Don’t hit anyone in the face, and don’t draw unless they do first.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Morgan replied with a forced chuckle. What a mess.

About half of men approached slowly, likely more because of the stream of bar patrons heading past them than the intimidation factor of the uniformly larger and taller men advancing methodically on the pair of tiny women.

The other half seemed content to stand at the entrance to the central bar area, cutting off the obvious avenue of retreat.

Morgan wanted to believe they were being overconfident, but even with them hanging back she and Stump were outnumbered three to one, so the assumption was a lot less cocky than she would have liked.

Meanwhile the bartender didn’t appear to be doing anything to stop the coming fight, instead calmly and methodically moving bottles and glasses from the section of bar near Morgan and Stump.

Must be used to this. Is that a good thing or bad?

 The men didn’t say anything as they approached, convincing Morgan more than anything else they were serious about fighting.

Bluster, however loud or angry, was an attempt to prove dominance and save face before throwing the first punch. The actual fighting? That was quieter.

What have I got myself into?

Whatever it was, Morgan was out of time to think about it. However slowly they were advancing, the bar was not that large, and they were upon the ladies.

The first attacks were inelegant, widely swung punches; simple force aimed for the ladies’ torsos.

Simple, but effective – if they connected. It wasn’t hard at all for Morgan to move back slightly so the attacks hit nothing but air.

Outnumbered as she was, Morgan didn’t have a good opening to counterattack – the lead spacer had missed and overbalanced, but the second was right there pressing his own attack, and the third was right behind him.

The second attack she avoided by stepping to the left. The third, aimed – as best she could tell in the split second she had to consider such things – a left-handed blow directly at her face. That one she blocked by slapping the inside of his wrist, causing his fist to sail past her head.

Before he could retract his arm she hit it again with her left, this time not a slap but a full punch to the meat of his arm below the shoulder.

This threw him further off balance, his stumbling feet connecting with her leg that had happened to extend out into his line of movement, well, these things happened.

Down he went, practically bouncing off of number two before landing with a thud on the ground.

Lucky for you you’re a lefty, Morgan thought as she backed up to dodge a renewed swing from number one, otherwise you’d have crashed right into the bar with that counter.

Two lunged forward, swinging low for her gut, necessitating that Morgan moved to her right, enough so that she nearly collided with three’s legs.

Backing up further still, Morgan bumped into someone, whirling around with fist raised only to realize it was the corporal.

“Pay attention to your blind spots,” Stump growled as she ducked under the extended arms of one of her assailants.

Before Morgan could react or reply – and more importantly before the man could either – Stump moved forward and headbutted the man square on the chin. Despite the fact that his own attack had caused him to hunch over, Stump only managed to connect with her attack by hopping upward to close the still significant distance between the top of her head and the much taller man’s head.

Morgan winced at the scene, but the man didn’t make a sound, dropping boneless to the ground.

A moment before Morgan could give Stump the sarcastic reply the unasked for advice deserved she found herself stumbling forward, pain radiating from her shoulder where someone had hit her.

Using the stumble to carry herself farther away from all the combatants, she turned about to find not only one and two at hand, but three back unsteadily on his feet.

Well, all three were a little unsteady, unsurprising given how strongly they smelled of beer, but he was especially unsteady, shaking his head in apparent disorientation.

There was also some sort of commotion toward the entrance of the bar, where the other men were blocking their escape route, but there was too much activity between them for her to make out what was going on exactly.

And she had more pressing matters even then.

Let’s see if you’ll stay down this time, Morgan thought as she took the initiative back, darting forward and kicking three in the stomach…

Or trying to, rather, her tight skirt not cooperating, leaving the kick robbed of much of its power and her leg only managing to reach his upper thigh.

Still, it connected, and he went down again, hollering and clutching the injured leg.

At least I didn’t hit you in a more central location, Morgan thought, allowing herself to smile as the other two flinched back a step as they glanced at their fellow. Just a friendly brawl, not trying to seriously hurt you or anything.

They added their angry yells to his pained one, and lunged for her.

If they’d been coordinated she would have been in a lot of trouble, between their greater size, reach, and numbers, but they seemed to be having trouble simply keeping out of each other’s way as they attacked.

Slapping aside one’s punch, Morgan stepped closer to him and brought her knee up into his stomach, wincing as she did so. Not because she’d hurt herself, no, but on account of the ripping sound that accompanied the move.

Blast it all, I was only borrowing this dress.

Her target groaned as the air was forced from his lungs, eliciting a groan of Morgan’s own, though in her case it was one of disgust as his boozy breath hit her squarely in the face.

He recovered faster than she’d anticipated, and wrapped his arms around her, pinning not only her arms to her sides, but her leg up against his chest.

She wriggled about, trying to dislodge his grip, but without immediate success.

I didn’t realize how different this is from a serious fight. I could reach my pistol with some effort, but that’s entirely out of the question right now.

 The obvious move, the less lethal one, would have been to stomp on his foot or otherwise attack him with her legs, but the one leg was pinned, and she was of course using the other to stand on.

Well, he wanted to grab me, let’s see if he can hold me.

Hopping up awkwardly, Morgan leaned against her assailant and pulled her foot up, for a moment undoubtedly almost looking like the heroine of one of the old fashioned holos kissing the hero in excitement.

Almost, except she was simultaneously craning her neck to try and get away from his booze breath and now had no leg to stand on.

From the strength of his grip, Morgan felt confident he could easily have lifted her.

From how rapidly he fell backward her equally confident guess that he couldn’t balance with her while drunk was instantly rewarded.

The impact forced her knee into his gut once more, but this time there was no breath to force from his lungs.

He did groan in pain, his grip lessening perceptibly.

She tried to borrow Stump’s move and headbutt him, but her shorter frame meant she ended up futilely mashing her face into his chest.

Engine oil and lubricant, she thought, forced to take in at a very intimate distance the smell of his coveralls. A fellow mechanic, then. Pity we got off on the wrong foot.

Speaking of feet, she kicked him in the knee with her still free leg. She had little leverage to work with, and the blow couldn’t have done more than sting, but it was enough to loosen his grip further, and when she followed up by throwing her weight to the side she managed to break free.

Continuing the roll, she bumped up against the divider that separated the bar area from the seating sections.

Even that limited contact with the floor set her skin crawling, but needs must when the devil drives, as the ancient saying went, even when the ‘devil’ was merely a drunk spacer.

Now that she was right up against it, she could see that the divider didn’t reach all the way to the floor.

It would be a tight fit – and none too pleasant at that – but she could get under it.

I could do it, but should I? She only had a few moments to decide. There were two essential things to pick between – crawl under and get the rest of the Marines, or stay and give Stump backup directly. Either could put the corporal at a greater risk of a beating, one placed Morgan at that same greater risk.

We can take this batch. We’ve already dealt with two or three of them. We can’t take them all at once.

Mind made up, Morgan turned away from the ongoing fight around the bar and started scooting under the barrier, only to have to flinch back as a bottle slammed into the ground directly in front of her, shattering in an explosion of wine and glass.

Not good, they’ve progressed to throwing… wait. Morgan pulled back from the divider as her brain caught up with the fact that the bottle had struck the ground on the other side, not the one she was already on.

We can’t possibly have started a general brawl, can we?

It was hard to make out in the gloom, but not that hard, and now that she was actually looking Morgan realized that what looked like the majority of the bar’s patrons were indeed fighting.

Finding some of the Marines was easy enough in their flashy, colorful, and generally loud outfits, and yes, they appeared to be engaged with the other patrons, many of whom – but not all – worse the same dark colored jumpsuits as the ones currently trying to pummel Morgan and Stump.

How’d they know? Or maybe they don’t, and joined in for the fun of it?

Another bottle smashed into the ground near her, this one from the bar side of the room, and Morgan shook herself into motion, pulling back from the divider.

That’s a question for later. Get Stump, fight through to the rest of them.

In order to avoid the shattered bottle – bottles, now – she had to slide along the floor before reaching up to pull herself to her feet on one of the small tables bolted to the floor.

Being accustomed to space travel Morgan hadn’t given a thought to the table’s fixed nature, but as three more bottles shattered against the divider, the bar, and the floor, she wondered if, in this case, the bolts were in case of a fight more than in case the station lost gravity.

Morgan was only part way up when something smashed into her fingers gripping the tabletop.

Yelping, she involuntarily slackened her grip, falling into a roughly seated position as whatever it was pulled back and released her now throbbing digits.

I should have kept a closer eye on the other two, Morgan thought with a grimace as she looked through the table and stool legs to see a pair of dark blue coveralls on the other side.

Pity the chairs are bolted down too, or I’d kick one at him.

Which is why they’re bolted down, no doubt.

The man moved, and something else crashed above, followed by a liquid falling off the table and squarely onto her head.

Oh, now that’s just nasty, she thought, scooting backward to get away from the stream of definitely positively not water.

“Come on out from back there,” the man bellowed, loudly enough that she could hear him over the ever rising ruckus that was looking to have engulfed the entire establishment. “Take the beating you got coming like a man and get it over with.”

I think I’ll pass, thanks.

Just about the worst place to be in a close up fight was on the ground, but that didn’t mean she was helpless or hopeless.

Were she in some cheap holo she’d get to her feet and find herself running around the table to stay barely ahead of him. Thankfully, she was not, so instead she pulled herself into a crouch, still with table and stools between herself and the spacer, and launched herself around the table even as she stood up.

He either wasn’t expecting her to move so quickly or had his reactions slowed due to alcohol, Morgan didn’t know which and didn’t care. His hands were gripped tightly onto either side of the table, perhaps hopping to catch her fingers again if she tried to pull herself up, and he’d barely started to let go when she slammed her shoulder into his side, hitting below the ribcage on the taller man.

Down he went, his head bouncing off the thankfully padded top of the stool before bouncing off the slightly harder floor as he fell into a heap.

 Groaning, he thrashed about a bit, accomplishing nothing except to look even more ungraceful and uncoordinated than he had already, before falling still on the floor.

Figuring turnabout was fair play – and wanting to see if he was likely to get back up – Morgan grabbed another bottle off the table and upended it onto him, to no visible reaction.

That’s two down, of ‘I’d rather not think about how many,’ Morgan thought, now where did Stump get off to?

Morgan didn’t have to wonder long, as a man came stumbling backward into her field of vision, followed by Stump sauntering over, her crimson dress sparkling in the sparse light and somehow still looking completely clean.

She grabbed the man by the front of his clothes, practically holding him up as he looked about ready to fall over. She pulled back her arm to punch him, then abruptly swung outward and changed it into a brutal slap across his face instead.

The man collapsed, practically on top of the other Morgan had bested, leaving the women the lone (upright) bar patrons in that small section of the bar.

“You start the best fights,” Stump told Morgan with a laugh. “If I’d have known he had that many buddies here with him I’d have kicked things off myself much sooner. Still, I think we’d best rejoin our group.”

Morgan gestured to the brawl in progress choking the main entryway.

“Not much chance of that, unless you want to crawl under the divider wall here,” she suggested.

“Not a chance, this is my favorite dress,” Stump responded with a shake of her head.

“Well, do you have a plan… wait.” Morgan stopped herself, looking Stump over. “You went out drinking, expecting a bar fight, and that’s what you wore?”

Stump shrugged, flashing Morgan a sly smile.

“I always expect a fight. If I let that dictate what I wear I’d never get to wear my flirty stuff.”

“Has anyone ever told you Marines are odd?”

“All the time. Now, you were asking about a plan.”

“Yes.”

“I have a great one. Works almost every time.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“Okay. Here it is. Take your hands,” Stump help up her own hands, spread out with her palms toward Morgan.

“And?”

“Ball them into fists,” Stump said, bringing them closer to her chest in a fighting position, then pausing until Morgan did the same. When Morgan had complied, Stump grinned wildly once again. “And tally-ho!”

With that Stump rushed off toward the melee, Morgan managing to shake off her startled surprise to follow a few steps behind.


Chapter 10

Oh, my head.

That’s the last time I go to a bar with the Marines. I didn’t drink anything, and I still got a ‘hangover.’ I don’t even remember the last part of the fight, though I gather the Marines won, at least until the local peacekeepers showed up.

If I find out that Mary set this up, hoping there’d be a fight we could ‘bond over…’

- M

 

WAKING UP in strange places was never a fun feeling, even when it wasn’t preceded by recurring nightmares. This was doubly true when that first groggy look of the place so forcibly reminded Morgan of even less pleasant places she’d stayed. Bare hard walls and floor, an exposed toilet combined with a sink, and a pair of cots that felt like they were only marginally softer than the walls – this holding cell wasn’t exactly the same as her ‘accommodations’ when she’d been captured by the terrorists back on Albion, but it was close enough to send her heart racing and her breathing perilously close to hyperventilating.

Her still throbbing head didn’t help things either. She’d been hoping a short nap would give her body time to recover somewhat from the pummeling she’d taken in the bar fight, but it hadn’t, and the headache served as yet another reminder of the terrorists, not that the headache was remotely as painful as literally having her head split open had been.

Fighting to get her breathing under control, she looked over at Stump’s temporary cot.

As best Morgan could tell, Stump was seated in exactly the same position she’d been in when Morgan had attempted to get some rest – half-kneeling on the bed with her legs tucked beneath her, shoes on the floor next to her and seemingly very careful to keep her dress from touching any part of the cot or its bedding.

At least that part I can understand, not that there’s much point in trying in my case, Morgan thought, looking down at the ruined dress she still wore, the soiled and borrowed dress.

Torn up one side of the skirt, lost a sleeve and a chunk of the surrounding dress entirely, grime ground into the entire backside, and booze soaked for a final insult. I’ll need to buy her a couple dresses before we leave the station, by way of apology.

Assuming they let me back on ever again.

That was the real crux of the issue, for Morgan. How was what passed as a government on the station going to react? Stump looked for all the world to be completely unconcerned that they’d been arrested when the local constabulary broke up the fight at last, along with most of the bar’s patrons, but apart from that one incident when the police had thought her identification faked, Morgan had never been in trouble with the law before, and it was making her incredibly anxious.

Or rather, she’d never been in trouble with proper agents of the law before, and she was reacting like she was about to get a beating for being late to a shift in the mines.

Morgan now realized that she still had the deep distrust of keepers of the peace she’d learned on Hillman at the none too gentle hands – and fists – of the Tinnys, who would probably have responded to a fight in the eating hall by beating a few of the participants – it didn’t even matter much which – to death.

Stump is certain we’ll be fined and released, that the station doesn’t want to pay to jail us any more than it wants to gain a reputation for messing with freighter schedules that would result from doing so, or worse, the impact to manpower a freighter forced to leave without its crew would cause.

It makes sense, and I can remember several stops on the Fate of Dawn where I heard about crew getting in trouble on leave, but I don’t trust them.

I can’t trust them.

“Dark thoughts to go with dark dreams?” Stump asked, the abruptness of the question startling Morgan.

“Well, yes,” she admitted. “This place brings up some bad memories, memories I’ve worked hard to move past, despite the setbacks all the other bad memories I’ve made afterwards have caused.”

“Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown,” Stump said, the words sounding somewhat familiar, different enough from Stump’s normal speech that between the two she was certain it was a quote from somewhere or other.

Stump giggled a little, enamored of her own statement for some reason Morgan couldn’t fathom.

I don’t think that was a joke, was it? Then again, while she doesn’t look it, she must be fairly drunk still, especially given how much less body mass she has than most of the rest of the Marines. Then again, I don’t know how any of there were standing at all, the amount of booze they went through.

“Well, whatever bad dreams you had about being locked up, they’re just that, dreams. We’ll be out of here soon enough, and we can go get chewed out by the sergeant.”

“I wasn’t dreaming about that,” Morgan said, not sure why she was admitting that, but feeling that it was the right thing to do in the moment. “Feels like I have a squadron of nightmares on rotation, but this one is one I’ve had many nights of late.”

Stump made a noise acknowledging Morgan’s words, but didn’t say anything. Still feeling that opening up was the correct course of action, however much she didn’t like doing so, Morgan continued, looking down at her feet rather than face Stump’s gaze.

“I know you’ve been in your share of battles, of fights, but I don’t know if you’ve seen any action in space, ship to ship. It isn’t as immediate, the fear. You can’t see the people shooting at you, for one thing, but the risk is real, all the same.

“I thought that watching the enemy close, and being helpless, was the worst part, but it turns out there is something even worse.”

Morgan paused and looked up, finding that Stump was looking toward the wall, or the door to the cell rather, but her body language and posture told Morgan that she was listening intently. Sighing, Morgan looked back down, content to leave them not looking at each other.

“We were in a fight almost immediately after reaching Zion. We happened to arrive when a skirmish was already in progress, and six cruisers came after us. At first, they wanted to capture Sally – they’d lost their carrier in the fighting – but after we proved we had teeth, their last functional ship seemed determined to take Sally down with them.

“We tried to avoid them, but they forced a collision, clipping one of the engines. We were dead in space. No engines, no weapons, barely any sensors even.”

Stump let out a pained noise, so quietly Morgan barely heard it.

She paused, waiting to see if the corporal was going to say anything, but there was no follow-up, not even the rustle of cloth that would indicate Stump had moved in the slightest.

Even to my ears I sound emotionally dead as I tell the story. Here I am, trying to open up to her, not even sure why I’m doing it, and I sound like I’m describing the weather. She’ll think I’m a psychopath. Despite these worries Morgan pressed on in her story, hoping that Stump would realize it was because of how deep the emotions ran, and not their lack.

“They came around to finish the job, and my ships engaged. They did tremendous damage to the enemy cruiser, but they were already on a suicide run.

“I got as much of the crew off as I could, given what little time there was, and I watched it come, knowing there was nothing I could do.

“It is a horrible feeling, sitting there entirely helpless.”

“But not the worst?”

“No. That came next. One of the cruisers, the Dauntless, had lagged a bit behind the others. When it became clear that the enemy was still closing they moved to intercept, putting herself between the enemy and Sally, saving us the only way she could.

“We watched on the display as the Dauntless died for us, for me, tiny escape pods shooting off the entirety of that terrible death ride. That, that was the worst part of any space battle I’ve been in.

“Later, in another battle, I was told that my fiancé’s part of the ship had been hit, that he was probably dead. That hurt, oh how that hurt, but even that wasn’t as bad as watching someone willingly die for me, and not even being able to say anything to them.”

“You didn’t… you didn’t order her to do it?” Stump asked, and Morgan realized that Stump wasn’t referring to Dauntless the ship, but to her captain, Commander Cartwright.

“I couldn’t have. I wouldn’t have. Our communications were totally down, and the plan we’d discussed hadn’t gone past that first firing pass when we surprised the enemy ships. I certainly hadn’t made any contingency plans for an enemy ship trying to ram us rather than surrender.”

Stump made another pained sound, this one not quite reaching the level of ‘strangled sob,’ but coming far closer than Morgan would have thought possible for a Marine she’d thought entirely unflappable up until this moment.

“You knew her, didn’t you?” Not family, I think. I sent them a message afterward, and there was no mention of any of them being in the military, besides the commander herself, and even then I have a hard time imagining the brass would assign someone to be my assistant when a family member of theirs had died under my command already. Not when there were other options.

“She was… she was my sister,” Stump said, the threatened sob now escaping. “Or, she was going to be.”

Going to be? Was the commander engaged to Stump’s sibling, then? There was no mention of a fiancé in her file.

“You find my story hard to believe?” Stump asked, the next sob sounding more bitter than pained, though the grief was still evident and present.

“No, it isn’t that. It is that… I didn’t know she was engaged. If I had known I would have sent a second message to him.”

Now Stump laughed, the sound no less bitter than the sob had been, grating against Morgan’s ears, scraping against her skin like a physical blow. It was painfully loud in the enclosed space with no softness to dampen the harshness.

“No, she wasn’t. Not after the first week of the war.”

What do I say to that? What can I say?

Taking a deep breath, Morgan took a moment to calm her mind with a short prayer before finally responding. “I can never sort out my feelings where they’re concerned.”

When Morgan paused Stump looked up to look at her finally, and Morgan gave her a pained smile.

“My people, I mean. Not the leaders, my feelings about them are probably too strong for my own good, especially since my hatred of them doesn’t actually affect them in any way. No, I mean the people they’ve enslaved for so long. Do I hate them because of the evil they’ve done, the evil they continue to do, or do I pity them because they’re ultimately powerless to stop their leaders? They’ve known nothing else, been taught even less.

“You think I should pity them? After what they’ve taken from me?” Stump said, her voice rising, her lips pressed so tightly together they turned white.

“No,” Morgan said, drawing out the sound, “I’m not explaining myself well, am I? The spacers on the ships, I can’t imagine they had many chances to make meaningful choices in their lives, but being limited in options doesn’t mean they aren’t responsible for their choices. I don’t know what lies they were told, but there isn’t anything that would be enough to convince a reasonable person that invading another star system that has never fought with your own is justified. Blast it, Parlon and Hillman have barely interacted with each other at all for centuries. We were so isolated we didn’t know the names of any other planets, except Earth.”

“Ugh, can you skip the politics. I am way too drunk for that.”

Morgan sighed.

“My head’s pounding too hard to make sense of it myself, and I’m the one talking. It isn’t about pitying them, forgiving them, any of that. If we ended the war tomorrow a lot of them would need to end up before a tribunal for there to be any justice out of this.”

“Cut to the chase then. What do you mean?”

“I guess, what I’m trying to say is that hating them only hurts us, not them. It eats at us, but they don’t even know who we are.”

“Maybe,” Stump said, groaning. “Maybe I’ll think about it when I don’t need to focus on not puking. Right now I need my hate. Keeps me going.”

Spite is a powerful motivator, Morgan thought, pursing her lips. “I don’t have an answer to that. Having something to motivate you is important, I know.”

“Uh, huh, less talking, more leaving me to my breathing.”

For a moment Morgan didn’t understand what Stump was saying, but upon closer inspection she realized the other woman was in fact breathing in a very rhythmic way, deep breaths in with a pause before longer breaths out.

Guess that’s her way of suppressing the urge to vomit.

They sat in near silence for some time, perhaps most of an hour. The only breaks in the rhythm were when Stump got up and shuffled over to the sink to get some water.

Morgan wanted to go over and attempt to clean up, beyond the simple quick scrub of water to her arms and face she’d done when they’d first been tossed in there, but each time she did she felt the need she couldn’t help but glance up at the obvious camera mounted high on the wall on a little turret so it could pan across the room.

Just going to have to wait.

Looking at the camera for the umpteenth time, Morgan realized what else that camera represented, and what their conversation had been up to that point.

“Oh, blast it all,” she growled, scowling at it before getting up to splash a little more water on her face. Stupid girl, you forgot the most basic instructions of this outing.

“What?” Stump asked with an obvious hint of annoyance, sighing, and pausing her exercises or whatever they were.

“The Sergeant told us not to blab, and what do I do? I do exactly that.”

“You talked? When, to who?” Stump said, the annoyance disappearing behind a new note of concern creeping into her voice. “I would have assumed the big shot officer could manage something so basic. You weren’t even drinking!”

“To you, a little bit ago,” Morgan said, waving one hand at the camera. “They’ve got us under surveillance, Stump, they could have heard everything, and even if they didn’t it is probably recorded.”

“Oh, is that all?” Stump said, slumping back onto the cot and chuckling. “Don’t worry about it.”

“What, why in the galaxy not?”

“Commodore,” Stump said with another chuckle, “This doesn’t look like much, but it is a proper cell. The seal on the door is plenty for the security side of things. It probably can only be opened from the security room. The camera up there isn’t there for security, but safety. It is there so they can notice if we get in a fight and try to kill each other, or, I don’t know, pass out drunk and choke on our own vomit. There isn’t an audio pickup on these things because it is a proper cell.”

“I don’t follow,” Morgan admitted.

“Even prisoners have rights, you know. Oh, down there,” Stump waved her hand toward the floor, indicating the planet below, “Things are often different, especially in terrible places like Breimley, but stations like this are the lifeblood of the galaxy, visited by spacers from all over. Whatever they do to their own people every station follows a standard set of rules, including not spying on people. If it got out they didn’t treat spacers right, at best the freighters wouldn’t allow shore leave, at worst they’d stop coming altogether.”

“I don’t think anyone was allowed off the ship at Hillman,” Morgan pointed out.

“Yeah, and there are a few places like that, but think about it. How much money did our little group spend tonight? Imagine if we’d been regular freighter folk, shopping for new clothes, gifts, everything else we’d not had a chance to stock up on for weeks or maybe months. Seriously, you aren’t new at this, surely you’ve been on a bunch of different cargo stations, seen how they try to encourage the spacers to spend?”

“Actually, I didn’t get off the ship during my first posting,” Morgan hesitantly admitted. “At first I was too busy getting used to my job, and then we were all too busy after the pirate attack.”

“Your first posting, what about after that?”

“That was an asteroid belt run, there were no stops.”

Morgan sat back down on her own cot, facing Stump, who for her part was leaning back and looking at Morgan quizzically, her head tilted to one side.

“Wait, wait. Your second run was… but that would mean,” she said, grumbling as she shook her head, muttering about having drunk too much. “Are you telling me that your second trip out on a freighter ended with you not only in command of a ship, but going into combat multiple times?”

“I’m afraid so,” Morgan said with a shrug.

Stump buried her face in her hands, muttering again. Morgan couldn’t catch most of it, but the words absurd and insane did seem to feature prominently.

That continued for a few moments longer, then Stump pulled her hands up through her hair.

“Feel like I’m repeating myself, but I’m too drunk for this. Never mind, never mind. Point is, they didn’t hear anything, it’s fine.” She stood over, moving over to stand beneath the camera. “Besides, even if it was rigged for sound, look.” She pointed up at the back of the camera, where the wiring snaked up into the ceiling.

“What do you… oh,” Morgan said, grimacing for an entirely different reason now that she could see that the wires were frayed and broken, and now that she thought back and realized that the indicator light was off and the camera hadn’t moved at all the entire time. “What a clunky design. Sloppy of them that it isn’t working.”

“You’re complaining?” Stump asked.

“I started off as a mechanic, remember? Poor maintenance offends me.”

“Fair enough. Anyway, it is a far larger camera than necessary, but that’s probably on purpose, so people don’t forget it is there.”

“Which would matter if it worked. Since it isn’t,” Morgan said, standing back up and returning to the sink, “I would really, really like to get better cleaned up. Do you mind?”

“I was wondering,” Stump muttered, before lying down on the cot and turning her back to Morgan. “Not at all,” she said, pausing before adding, “Commodore.” She pulled the thin blanket over herself. “If they haven’t come to let us out by now, they’re probably waiting until morning. They’ll know when the Pale Moonlight is due to leave, after all. I think I’ll try and sleep things off.”

A whole night in here, even better, Morgan thought, glancing back at her very exposed cot.

“I’ll try and get some sleep also, after I get cleaned up as best I can,” Morgan said. Hesitating, she considered leaving it there, but saying nothing might result in a rough night for both of them. “If my nightmares wake you up, go ahead and wake me. They can last a long while, otherwise.”

“Understood, ma’am,” Stump replied.

Morgan pulled off her sad, sad dress and started it soaking in the sink before getting the small towel off the hook to clean herself up better in the meantime.

“Ma’am?” Stump said after a few minutes, startling Morgan, who had thought the corporal was asleep already, given how still she was.

“Yes?”

“If my nightmares wake you, you’d best wake me as well. Just… throw a pillow or something, make a lot of noise. Don’t try and shake me awake. That might end poorly.”

“I… all right, Corporal. I’ll remember that,” Morgan answered. How many people will have nightmares tonight, because of the actions of a few evil men? How many will never dream again?

Morgan didn’t have an answer. Realistically it was almost certain no one knew the full extent of the suffering the war had caused, let alone the generational suffering the heirs of Sam Hill had caused at home and abroad. This was for the best; Morgan’s sleep was troubled enough with purely her own troubles.


Chapter 11

Well, I guess that still counts as a success. If you squint. And have low standards.

I haven’t seen nearly as much of the galaxy as I wanted to, back when we first met, or as much as I still want to, really, but I’ve been more places than most. That’s sadly not a high threshold to meet, given how many people never leave the planet they were born on, but whatever. I have met all kinds of people, from the best to the worst. Even many of the worst of them, people I would never have chosen to interact with, I can understand. They're repugnant, and evil, but I can understand them.

On the other hand… I will never understand Marines.

Honestly, I think they like it that way.

- M

 

MORGAN HAD plenty of experience with being yelled at, scolded, chewed out, even cussed out, of course she had. Everyone screwed up eventually, and a talking-to was one of the mildest and most common consequences that result from said screw-ups.

Most that she’d been on the receiving end of had been on the ‘kindly correction’ side of things, but she’d experienced the more sinister kind more times than she cared to remember before escaping Hillman.

The colour sergeant’s dressing down of the collected Marines plus Morgan, well, that blew them all away in terms of colorful language, precision, effect, and sheer impact.

Even knowing the worst she’d get out of the tongue lashing was more words, Morgan was more unsettled than she’d been by the most credible threats of a beating she’d gotten from the Tinnys.

They’d barely boarded the Moonlight before his booming voice was upon them like some sort of overwhelming sonic weapon, and the whole group – minus Mary who had somehow managed to slip away from the brawl and had not been arrested – was marched into a nearby empty cargo bay so he could privately instruct them.

He’d lined up the Marines, and then ‘politely requested’ Morgan wait and stand to one side as he addressed his men.

This was a polite fiction, of course. Officially he had no recourse to scold Morgan, who wasn’t even in his branch, let alone his chain of command, even if she hadn’t been a flag officer.

Unofficially Morgan felt every word, and knew it was as much directed at her as the others. More, really, given that the outing had come at her suggestion, even if the idea and plan had been Mary’s.

What made the whole tirade fascinating for Morgan, even as she suffered under it, was that he never raised his voice. The room was quiet enough to hear the proverbial wall panel screw hit the floor, of course, but somehow Morgan knew that even if it had been louder he’d not have raised his voice, instead expecting the chastened Marines to listen harder to compensate.

He finished with a sharp ‘dismissed,’ and the Marines, standing at perfect attention throughout, sagged ever so slightly as they orderly filed toward the exit.

“Commodore, a word if I may?” Behm asked, his voice still quiet, if a little more polite in tone.

Morgan forced herself not to watch the rapidly retreating Marines, dreading that he intended to further counsel the ‘ringleader,’ but whatever her fears she stood up straight and approached.

“Of course, Sergeant. What can I do for you?”

“A remarkably simple matter, I assure you, ma’am. The lightest trifle to deal with,” he responded, giving her a smile that made Morgan feel like some poor small, cornered animal facing a maw full of sharpened teeth.

“Of course,” Morgan managed to get out, repeating herself as her brain froze up before his withering gaze.

“Thank you kindly, ma’am. If you would please, pass along to your dear friend Ms. Tempest that I appreciate her efforts as self-appointed and unofficial morale officer for my men, but that perhaps she should refrain from any further endeavors until after our mission is concluded.”

“I will do that,” Morgan managed to get out. She very pointedly did not point out that, once the mission proper launched, the Pale Moonlight would be leaving them behind, and in all likelihood none of them besides Morgan would ever see her again. Somehow she felt the sergeant was well aware of that fact.

“Very well. If you’ll excuse me, ma’am, I have some matters to attend to station-side before I can resume my down time. Lots to prepare for tomorrow’s training sessions, you understand.”

“Understood, Sergeant,” Morgan said, still feeling a little dazed. “Uh, dismissed,” she managed after a moment, returning his salute, if not nearly as much precision. Off he goes, acting for all the world like he didn’t verbally eviscerate me alongside the others.

Shaking her head, Morgan followed him out after a reasonable pause to let him get out of sight.

She did need to talk to Mary, but there were plenty of other priorities she needed to see to, all vying convincingly for the ‘most important’ spot.

Well, I don’t think Mary is going to entice the Marines into any debauchery for at least a few hours, so let’s get cleaned up first.

***

Morgan found Mary in the first place she looked – the mess hall.

“I must say, Morgan, the bruises are impressive,” Mary said, holding up her mug in a quick toast as Morgan sat across from her.

“Very impressive, yes,” Heather said from a few tables over, already standing up and pulling an instrument out of one of her large pockets.

“Really? Are we going to do this every time I walk in here?” Morgan said with a sigh… but followed up with a laugh.

“You act so surprised, but you walked into my office with fresh bruises. What do you expect me to do?” Heather asked, efficiently running her small scanner over Morgan.

“Your office?” Mary said before Morgan could say anything, the possessive exaggerated greatly. “Yours? It looks to me like we’re in the mess, not that antiseptic smelling museum of medical oddities from half the galaxy that is your sole domain.”

“I came here to see Mary, and get some food,” Morgan pointed out.

Heather waved away both of their concerns with a flourish of her hand – still holding the device, operative end blinking with a pale green light – and carried on as if she was absolutely in the right.

“Who’s stopping you? Certainly not me,” she added, before turning momentarily to address Mary. “And when I sit in there, waiting for people to come in, they never do. Later I hear about all the bruises, scrapes, and cuts, but they never stop by. Mary, how long did you wait before seeing me that one time your foolishness left you with stress fractures on three ribs? Blast it, Morgan herself demonstrated the point, didn’t she?” She turned back, patting Morgan on the head as she slipped the diagnostic tool away. “If I hadn’t already been here in my domain, you’d not have visited me at all, would you? Just gone about your day, assuming nothing was wrong after you… how did you get the bruises, anyway?”

“Bar fight,” Morgan answered, hoping that Heather wouldn’t pry too deeply beyond that terse but accurate description.

“A bar fight, so assuming nothing wrong after guys bigger than you beat on you for a bit.”

“Wait, how’d you know they were bigger than me, and guys for that matter?” Morgan asked, despite a suspicion that whatever the answer was it was not going to please her.

“Morgan, honey, they’re always going to be bigger than you, and when was the last time you heard of a woman starting a bar fight?”

Morgan couldn’t help but laugh at that, but didn’t bother informing Heather that it had in fact been a woman that had started this particular one.

Then again, she’d probably argue that she’s a Marine first, and a Marine starting a bar fight isn’t remarkable, is it? “Hold up, you said I was assuming nothing is wrong twice, does that mean something actually is?”

“Is something wrong? Is something wrong?” Heather said, her volume rising as she repeated herself. “Of course there is, Morgan, you need to work on ducking better.”

As Mary laughed uproariously, Morgan scowled.

It wasn’t that funny, she thought.

Heather patted Morgan on the shoulder.

“No, honey, you’re fine. The bruises will be all sorts of lovely for a few days, but that’s the extent of it. With Quickheal they’ll be entirely gone before we get halfway to Malebolge. But don’t go getting into any more fights, huh?”

Heather sauntered off back to her customary corner of the room, leaving Morgan and Mary alone.

“So, what’s up?” Mary asked, looking far too pleased with herself, in Morgan’s opinion.

“Where to start?” Morgan asked with a snort. “We could start with the very polite threat the colour sergeant wants me to deliver to you, or me asking you what happened to you once the fight broke out, or we could even start with you answering my tiny little gut feeling that you hoped we’d end up in a barroom brawl.”

“Oh, pshaw,” Mary said, reaching over and nudging Morgan playfully. “Whatever makes you think that?”

“Mary,” Morgan said, pressing her lips together to suppress the giggle that was threatening, “If you’d really intended to deny it, you’d have sworn at least once, followed by an apology which would then have been followed by a reminder not to tell the captain. And pshaw, really? I’ve barely ever heard that in historical holos; I’ve certainly never heard you say it before.”

“You are of course free to reach your own conclusions,” Mary said, shrugging and flashing Morgan a cocky half-smile. “Anyway, as for what happened when the fight broke out, well, that’s easy. I slipped out the front door before your little spat became a general free for all. It was barely an inconvenience since everyone else seemed more interested in joining the fun.”

“Right. Well, then, better get the warning about what you didn’t do out of the way then,” Morgan said, relaying the sergeant’s comments as close to word for word as she could.”

Mary laughed it off, which was honestly about what Morgan had expected. That done, and belly full, Morgan decided to get some proper sleep – the cell cot would hardly have been restful, even without her own issues making for a restless night – since it was still their day off to rest from training. Rising from the table, she turned to leave, pausing as something occurred to her.

“Hey, Heather?” Morgan called out.

“Yeah?” was the laconic reply.

“After all the fuss you made about checking me over, aren’t you worried about the Marines at all? Several of them were limping a bit this morning, and most had some truly spectacular bruises.”

Heather laughed.

“Nah, they have their own medic, who I hear is an honest to goodness doctor for once. They’ll be fine.”

“All right then,” Morgan replied, privately agreeing with her assessment. “It is back to training in the morning, so I’d better recover from the fun while I can.”

Morgan stopped again when she was halfway to the door, there was one other thing she’d forgotten.

“Oh, Mary, about the dress…”

“Oh, don’t worry about it. I ordered a pair of lovely new dresses for her from the station fabber before we even debarked. It wasn’t quick enough to use to get you one ahead of time, but they were ready last night before closing. I picked them up while you were, uh, otherwise occupied, and delivered them this morning. I also picked up a proper party dress for you. That one is still in my quarters; I’ll swing by with it later.”

Morgan almost asked how Mary had her measurements, something that was somehow becoming a regular occurrence in her life, but she stopped herself in time.

Of course she has them, you gave them to her when she started looking around to see if anyone had something you could borrow. “You ordered a replacement, two replacements, for the dress I was supposed to have returned today, but of course you weren’t hoping there would be a bar fight.”

“Exactly,” Mary said with an exaggerated nod of her head. “Now on with you; if I were a betting woman, I’d wager that tomorrow’s training will be particularly intense.”

“Mary, you are a betting woman,” Heather interjected.

“So I am,” Mary replied, her smile broader than ever, giving Morgan a wink. “Don’t worry about it, Morgan. However we got here, we’re here. I spent most of our evening out watching, and what I saw was a bunch of Marines unwinding and warming up to you. The… right of passage shall we say… only further helped. Now scat. You’ve got bags under your eyes and your shoulders are so tense I could bounce a washer off them.”

“Mary, I hope you only ever use your devious powers for good,” Morgan said as she left, feeling glad that she was her friend and hoping she was never around to see what Mary could do to someone she disliked.

“No promises,” Mary called out as the hatch closed behind Morgan.

***

Morgan tossed about for a bit in her bed, exhausted mentally, but alert enough physically she couldn’t fall asleep. Eventually she gave up and moved out into the main room’s most comfortable chair. Needing something to calm her nerves, she pulled up her scriptures, which she hadn’t had much time at all to study of late. That she had been more than a little busy was understandable, of course, but given how recently she’d joined it was something she really should have been making more time for.

She was still sitting there reading when Stump came in, still wearing the same sequined dress she’d worn to the bar.

“I’d comment on being surprised you haven’t changed yet, but I’m still far more surprised your dress came through all that intact and clean,” Morgan said, trying to keep her tone light.

“Practice and skill, ma’am,” Stump replied, sounding fully sobered up and back to her usual prim and proper diction, at least when directed toward Morgan. “Is there anything you need, ma’am? I was going to retire for the evening.”

It’s barely afternoon, but after the day we had yesterday, well, “Nothing I need, no,” Morgan said, slowly. “Unless…” she hesitated, then forced herself to spit it out. “Unless you needed to talk about anything that happened last night, or about anything that was said?” Can’t really come right out and ask you if you hate me because of what happened to your almost-sister-in-law, can I?

Now it was Stump’s turn to visibly hesitate, a reaction that certainly hadn’t been one Morgan would have expected.

She’s usually so confident and self-assured. Reminds me of Lady Emily now that I think about it.

“Can I consider myself fully off-duty, ma’am?” When Morgan nodded, Stump continued. “What are you reading?” Stump asked instead of answering. She moved over to the couch and sat down, crossing one leg over the other before leaning back against the upholstery and relaxing the tiniest amount.

“Scripture. Most of the time I find it helps focus my thoughts, beyond the obvious spiritual benefits.”

“Is it working this time?” Stump asked.

“As far as focus goes? No, not really. It is helping me feel better, though.”

“That’s not useless, then,” Stump said, her voice trailing off a bit at the end. She sat there, shifting about in her seat, for long seconds before speaking again. “It is hard, ma’am.”

She fell silent again, but Morgan was content to let there be silence for a bit, rather than prod at her to continue.

“I can’t help but be reminded of her when I see you, can’t help but be reminded of him. I also can’t help but be reminded of the people who are ultimately responsible for both of their deaths.

“That’s not fair of me, and not your fault. You look like them, sound like them enough that it hurts, but you and yours are as as much their victims as my family.

“I tried getting over it, but I couldn’t forgive you for giving the order – only to find out that you hadn’t done so. Deep down I knew it was the sort of thing she would have done, protecting civilian lives no matter the personal cost.

“Oh,” Stump waved a hand about in apparent exasperation, “You’re properly in the military, Commodore, and your ship dutifully incorporated into the Navy, but in our gut we still view you as a civilian, one of the people we’re supposed to be protecting.”

Morgan tried to think of a polite way to ask the question at the top of her mind, but the seconds stretched on and nothing came to her, so she reluctantly settled for bluntness.

“Is that why you think less of me?”

“Less of you?” Stump shook her head. “That’s not how I would phrase things. How about… okay, how about this? I have a hammer for nails, and a wrench for bolts. If I had to I could use the wrench to hammer in nails, but it wouldn’t be as good at the job, nor would it be fair to expect it to do so. I can still appreciate it coming through in a pinch if my hammer goes missing, but that doesn’t mean I should use it in place of my hammer the next time I have a job to do.”

Morgan chuckled.

“That’s a decent metaphor, but I’m surprised you went with tools. Wouldn’t a comparison between, oh, a pistol and a rifle have worked as well?”

“I suppose it would have, but why does it matter?”

Morgan shook her head before answering.

“It doesn’t, not really. It is a crack, a small one, in my mental image of you as a Marine first and foremost.”

Stump returned a chuckle of her own, throwing in a shrug as well.

“I wasn’t always a Marine. As it happens, my father is a carpenter.”

“He works in wood? Really? Not many left doing that. What kind of carpentry does he do?” 

“He mostly made custom order furniture.” Stump looked quite surprised, and maybe a little impressed. “You’re the first person in a while who hasn’t immediately asked me what a carpenter is.”

“Oh, well, that’s easy enough to explain,” Morgan answered with somewhat sad smile. Bittersweet memories, there. “There are only two things that come out of Hillman. Heavy metals is the obvious, but the other is hardwood. Where I grew up most of the mountainside and almost all I could see of the plain below was covered in an immense forest, all species from Earth.”

“That’s right, I had forgotten, you mentioned the forests earlier, something about the leaders lying about there being predators to keep the people from going into the forests?”

“Right. I believed it, and never got close. They still looked pretty from a distance, though. Anyway, my father talked about a lot of things to me, including how the forests helped support the people, that far, far away others would pay to have the trees shipped to their planet so carpenters could make things from it, instead of using the ‘ordinary’ trees they had there.”

“Well, I’m glad they do. My father is good with his hands and makes beautiful things.” Stump paused to laugh. “It also easily put ten of us through advanced schooling.”

“Ten, ten wha… wait. You have nine brothers and sisters?”

Stump laughed again, though Morgan could see the pain in her eyes, which she assumed was because of the brother she’d lost.

“No, I have sixteen brothers and sisters. I’m one of the youngest, but there are three after me who are still young, and four of us have gone into fields that didn’t require degrees, including two who are dad’s apprentices.”

Morgan knew she was staring wide-eyed at Stump but couldn’t help it. While she was an only child that was an extreme outlier back home on Hillman, but sixteen? The women of Pari Passu were expected to have many children, because of how brutal the mining was, but that was seven or eight on average.

Seventeen children? How?

“And now we’re back to the questions everyone asks me when they find out. Just as well, I don’t know what I’d do with myself if I failed to surprise someone at all.”

“Given your background, would I be correct in assuming that this is a question of time, rather than intent?” Morgan nodded, which Stump echoed. “Most of the time people ask how my parents could possibly have wanted that many, and last I checked, on Albion, the typical family will have two or three children.

“What you are probably forgetting to factor in is the effects of the anti-aging treatments. Seventeen, or twenty even, isn’t nearly so difficult when they are spread out across thirty years or even forty years, and especially once the older ones are able to either somewhat take care of themselves or help with the younger children.”

“That still sounds like a lot of work,” Morgan couldn’t help but say, hoping she conveyed this was a comment born from being impressed, rather than condemnation.

“Of course it was, and is. But my mom was much happier at home with the kids than when she was working for someone else, and my dad always loved kids too.”

“So how much older than you is the eldest?”

Stump didn’t answer right away. The way she was twiddling her fingers made Morgan think she was working the math out.

“Uh, a little bit more than thirty-six years, on Albion’s calendar, so that’s… yeah. Thirty years, by Earth’s calendar.”

Morgan thought about that, and tried to imagine what that would be like.

I’m not sure how old they are, but I was the first, so, “Corporal, I think your oldest siblings are older than my parents.”

“Yeah?” Stump said. Throwing in a shrug she continued, “That isn’t all that unusual, in modern societies. We’re an unusual family, sure, but not unique, but on the other end there are plenty of families that don’t have their first kid until they’re sixty or so, er… fifty Earth years that is. They wait until their careers are more settled, or they marry late, lots of different things, really.”

“Are you…” Oh blast it, I almost asked if she’s the only one in the military. Come on Morgan, don’t grind rock dust into her wounds, “How many of you ended up in the military?”

Morgan could see the question still hit Stump with a fresh wave of pain as her expression tightened, but then she managed a genuine, if small, smile.

“Only the two of us. I don’t think my siblings understood the appeal, for us. That’s okay, though, we didn’t catch nearly as much ribbing about it as my sister who became a lawyer. That none of us understood.”

“What is it like, having so many siblings?”

Stump frowned, her head bobbing back and forth before she answered.

“That’s one of those hard to answer questions, isn’t it? I don’t know what it is like not to have loads of siblings, and family in general. I have nieces and nephews who are older than I am, after all. Very loud, crowded, and not a lot of time to oneself, I would say, but also a very secure way to grow up, because I always knew my family had my back and even if I wasn’t getting along with one sibling or another at some point the others would step in and sort us out. What is it like to have no siblings? I imagine you saw your parents a lot more.”

“Honestly, lonely, a lot of the time. Yes, my parents could devote more of their free time to me, but in a mining village on Hillman? What free time? Even if the entire village didn’t know my dad had been exiled it was obvious at a glance I wasn’t from there, not really, and of course the guards always seemed to hate me, which kept a lot of the others away.”

“How do you respond to that sort of thing?”

Morgan sighed.

“I didn’t realize most of it, at the time. I didn’t know anything else, remember? When my parents were home I had them, had their love, and when I didn’t I was usually working myself, basically from the time I was old enough to even notice that sort of thing, or I was sitting home alone trying not to be noticed.”

“Did you really stand out so much? From what I’ve seen of Hillman’s Navy plenty of them don’t look that different from you, in terms of looks I mean, even if most of them are fair skinned.”

“You haven’t seen any of the miners, I’ll bet. After so long underground – and so long under Hillman’s near permanent cloud cover for that matter – they’re almost pale enough to be mistaken for albinos. My mom’s skin isn’t nearly as dusky as mine, let alone my father’s, but even she looks dark-skinned standing next to the average Hillman miner. Besides,” Morgan said with another sigh, “It wouldn’t have mattered anyway, everyone knew who I was, who my parents were.”

“How is that? I can’t imagine you worked with more than a few dozen people, given how cramped a mine shaft is.”

“You’re from a city, aren’t you? How many people live in your hometown? Or in your hometower, if you’re from one of the big ones.”

“I’m from Ena, so somewhere between twenty and forty million, depending on how you count it – only the city proper, or the surrounding areas also? Our tower had I think fifty thousand people in it, with crossover connections to three others that made up the neighborhood.”

“So your tower alone had like twenty times the population of my hometown. Everyone knew everyone, or at least knew of everyone. That went double for anyone who drew attention to themselves, which an exiled party member certainly would.”

“I don’t know if I could handle so many people knowing my business. Besides the people we dealt with directly… well, in a tower you have no privacy but you have absolute privacy, because no one can keep track of any of it.”

Stump shifted on the couch, the stretching out of her back accompanied by the sound of several vertebrae popping.

“And you didn’t know any of the rest of your family, I take it?”

Morgan shook her head again, giving Stump a wistful smile as she remembered her excitement over maybe learning her father’s last name. It felt like forever ago, but it had truthfully only been a few months.

“No, I’ve never met any of them. Daddy would talk about them, very rarely, things his father had taught him, or little songs his mother would sing. I never heard Momma talk about hers, not even late at night when they thought I was asleep.”

“But they were both probably important people, at least on Hillman?”

That earned another shrug from Morgan.

“I guess they would have to have been. I think daddy wasn’t the first engineer in his family, but, again, no idea about momma.” Come to think of it, I wonder if I can piece together anything more than before, thanks to all those holos I’ve been watching?

“What is it, ma’am? You look like you had an epiphany.”

“Maybe I did. I know I just got through saying momma never talked about the past, her family especially, but I’ve been watching all these awful stories from Hillman, all of them by and for the ‘essential workers’ and other party members, so maybe they could give me some hints about her.”

“That’s not the strongest thread of clues to pull on,” Stump said, frowning again. “I know Albion’s media often exaggerates or outright fabricates a lot of things, wouldn’t Hillman’s be the same?”

“Yes, in the specifics. I’m talking more about the base assumptions, the stuff common to all of them. Like… oh, I don’t know, I could still use Albion’s stories to conclude that you are in fact a monarchy, or that you do in fact have a neighbor called Zion, that level of stuff.”

“Okay, I’m following you, but what does that tell you about you mother?”

“Well, I know that the overwhelming majority of the daughters of party members didn’t have careers, beyond child-rearing. Not even homemaking, they’d use automation and maids and such from the lowest levels of the elite, never the common class. One of the last conversations I had with my daddy, he talked about that a bit. He said that most jobs aren’t open to women, especially if they’d be around the lower classes, but he also said if he'd not been exiled I’d’ve been in school for at least a few more years yet.”

Morgan paused to do some mental math.

“I guess the ladies go to school until eighteen or nineteen, earth years,” she added.

“That would track with the core schooling for most places,” Stump pointed out.

“Yeah, I guess it would.” Not sure what I think about the fact that, under normal circumstances, I’d barely be getting done with regular schooling at my age. “Either way, momma could hold her own in conversation with my father, who from what I’ve pieced together was one of the best educated men on the planet, but I don’t think her training was specifically in the sciences.”

“Did they not receive much schooling then, beyond the basics?”

Morgan grimaced as she mentally flipped through all the ‘heroines’ from the holos.

“I’m not sure. In the holos the wives of the leaders were usually beautiful, but in the background, so I can’t say much about them, but the younger girls, the fresh adults who were still unmarried? Those tended to be earnest, even prettier, and just dumb and naïve enough to be noticeable. They weren’t so uneducated as to be truly stupid, but they are also almost all of the age that if they were doing specialized schooling they’d be in the middle of it during the narrative.”

“Okay, then. Put it all together, what do you think you can say about her?”

Morgan had gotten so lost in the conversation, and its revelations, that she’d stopped paying much attention to Stump’s body language, but now she realized that the other woman was much more open, physically, leaning forward and looking right at Morgan, clearly engaged in the conversation.

“Educated, more than most, but she could also cook, far better than simply having learned in the communal kitchen would account for.” Morgan paused and smiled, thinking of a few of her happier memories from home. “I can remember one time where she managed to make a sort of pastry for us, celebrating I don’t remember what. She must have snuck the ingredients from her work over several days, nicked an egg here or there from the local terrors, and used one of daddy’s tooling machines as a makeshift oven. Honestly knowing what I do now of machinery, it is even more impressive than I realized at the time. Anyway, those average vapid ladies from the holos would never know that, but I can think of one group who might – the wives and daughters of the real party leaders would be shown cooking. I guess even in a one-party dictatorship like Hillman, there is still at least some concern about leaders getting poisoned so their underlings can advance, or because of inter-party bickering.”

“Leaders being removed by poison is a time-honored tradition for humanity. I vaguely recall reading about a king or emperor who would incessantly test poisons out on condemned prisoners so he could also test antidotes on them, and that was something like three-thousand years ago.”

Morgan didn’t respond for a minute, trying to decide how she felt about her mother being from one of the truly powerful families.

How much evil has been done by my ancestors? I talked earlier to Stump about pity and forgiveness, but how much do me and mine need? I don’t dwell on it, but before I came along, daddy and momma benefited from the same brutal system that is now trying to conquer Parlon, conquer my new home.

“You seem troubled by this,” Stump said, sounding quite sure of that assessment. Morgan could only nod. “From where I’m sitting it seems something to take pride in, about your mother.”

“What do you mean?”

“You parents were exiled because of your father’s actions, yes?” Morgan nodded again. “If your mother was in fact from one of the greater families of Hillman, would it not have been easy to distance herself from your father, to divorce him and stay in the lap of luxury when he was exiled?”

“I don’t… I’d never thought of that,” Morgan admitted. I never heard one word of complaint from momma, growing up. Daddy caused the exile, and he worried I’d resent him when I found out, but he didn’t seem to regret it, otherwise. “My parents loved – love – each other so much, I can’t imagine her leaving him behind.” Blast it Morgan, don’t relegate them to the past now, not when you’re so close to getting them back.

“Even if she only left ‘paradise’ for love, isn’t that laudable?”

“Well, I certainly think highly of her.”

“I look forward to meeting them,” Stump said, giving Morgan a wide and very genuine smile, if only a short-lived one.

“Oh, since we are chatting informally, Commodore,” Stump said, suddenly formal again, but with a hint of something in her tone… mischief perhaps? “I thought I might indulge myself with a question.”

“Okay, that’s fine,” Morgan said, wondering what it could be, and deciding a little precaution was warranted. “If it is too personal, at least keep whatever the answer is to yourself.”

“Certainly, I wouldn’t want to cause any trouble or friction. I was wondering, though, about the timeline for Hill Station’s construction.”

Oh, that. Guess she has figured it out. Well, nothing for it. “Yes, what about it?”

“How old are you, really, ma’am?”

Morgan sighed.

“I’m not exactly sure, to be honest,” she started, but she could see immediately by Stump’s face that that wasn’t going to satisfy her. “I really don’t know when my birthday is, simply one of the many, many things about my family and past I don’t know, but near as I can figure, I’m nineteen years old, Earth calendar.”

Stump burst out in laughter, which was frankly more than a little confusing. Being upset about it, she could understand. Not caring, likewise, and of the two she would have bet on Stump being the latter.

Why is my age funny?

“I’m sorry, I’m not laughing at you. It is simply amusing to me that you’re the youngest of all of us, but on paper at least you outrank even the colour sergeant.”

“It doesn’t bother you, then?”

“Well, maybe a little. It is… disconcerting, that the outcome of the war might hinge on someone so young. On the other hand, most of the Marines here aren’t that much older than you, even if we are a little old for our rank due to the oddities of the SBS. I’m only twenty-two, Earth years, as an example.

“On the other hand, so much of Earth history was made by the young.” Stump paused and laughed again. “I’m sure it won’t be too surprising to hear that I am interested in history, military history specifically, I mean. One of the great turning points of history was a rebellion in the late 18th century, by the old calendar, in what was then the frontiers of the known world. On one side, one of the largest and most feared militaries in the world. On the other, a bunch of farmers and tradespeople. The man I’m thinking of now, though, was a military officer from a foreign country who came to help the rebels. When the fighting broke out he was your age, maybe even a bit younger. In fact, if I’m remembering correctly, his rank was major general, which would have meant he outranked you, so don’t feel so special about being a commodore at such a youthful age.”

“Shall we say Albion having a foreign-born young officer is a lucky sign, then? The rebels did win, I take it?”

“They did indeed.”

“Okay. Good omen it is.”

Morgan glanced at the time, feeling better about things, but also a little anxious to be about it again, which of course she couldn’t. There was one thing she could do though, something she was running out of time for in fact.

“On that note, I probably should be dutiful and get back to the holos. We’re finally getting close, and I’d hate to mess things up because I didn’t study enough.”

“That does seem prudent, ma’am,” Stump said as she rose, almost visibly slipping back into her role as Marine and as Morgan’s steward. “I’ll leave you to it, then. We’re scheduled to depart during the night, as I’m sure you’re aware. What you probably don’t know, though, is that once we leave the system we’ll be past the point of any possible leaks, this being our last stop, so tomorrow’s training will likely include a few new things the sergeant has kept close to the suit, the most sensitive details.”

Well that seems needlessly paranoid, Morgan thought, but after a moment she could feel her cheeks heating up a bit as she thought about how close she’d come to revealing things she shouldn’t the night before in the station’s holding cell. “I can’t say I like having new things thrown at me this late into our preparations, but I guess I can understand the desire to ensure secrecy.”

“Indeed. Good evening, ma’am. Message me if you need anything else tonight.”

“Thank you, Stump.”

Stump paused at the door to her room, turning back to Morgan.

“I look forward to a lot of things, ma’am, when this war is over. I think, now, one of them is getting to know you, with a bit less rigid hierarchy between us.” With that she stepped into her room, the hatch closing immediately behind her.

Pamela Stump, you are an odd one, Morgan thought, with a smile. I still don’t get Marines, but I do like them. And you.


Chapter 12

This is it. We jump for Malebolge within the hour. I so desperately want to send these messages to you, send all the others I’ve recorded for Max, but I can’t. The military and their blasted security and secrecy. Blast it again for being necessary.

I don’t know if you’ll ever see these, even if we do make it home again.

Home. (short, bitter laugh) I’m going home now, aren’t I? I spent so long running away from that place, from my memories of it, and back I go.

Tell Haruhi I love her, and you. Tell Max… tell Max what I want to say, and can’t find the words for.

- M

 

DESPITE STUMP’S warning the previous evening, the sergeant surprised Morgan when he ordered them by message in the wee hours to muster not in their usual training space, but in one of the cargo bays.

The early hour she assumed was a not-so-subtle punishment for their earlier transgressions, but why there? That he’d picked the bay where all their gear and equipment was stored made sense, but it was hardly a secure room. Even if he was going to tell them about some secret bit of tech that was stored there, he could do it in the privacy of the VR training area with effectively no chance of being overheard.

As Morgan and Stump were headed toward the bay the ship’s intercom system came on with a crackle of static.

“Attention all crew, we are approved for final approach to the system gate. We will be making the jump momentarily.”

“Huh,” Morgan muttered as she noted it was Mary speaking.

“Something odd, ma’am?” Stump asked, taking a few extra quick steps to pull alongside her.

“Oh, just noticing that Mary is still up on the bridge. Normally Asad covers the early watch since Mary has the overnight shift.”

“Do you think she caught some flak from the captain for our little outing?”

“That is quite likely, but knowing her she probably doesn’t much care.”

“The only times I’ve worked with family was when I was little, helping my dad out in the shop, but I would imagine an arrangement like theirs, working a long-haul freighter together, would have to be difficult at times, even if one of them isn’t intentionally being antagonizing.”

“Well, Mary isn’t intentionally antagonizing,” Morgan noted with a chuckle.

Further conversation would have to wait; they’d arrived at the cargo bay.

Because they had been talking and Morgan was looking to her side, she made it four or five steps into the room before turning, and she made it another four or five before registering what she was seeing.

The rest of the Marines were already standing at attention in a semi-circle around two of their number – the colour sergeant and Corporal Bateman – but their expressions were anything but appropriate for such a posture.

Most were grinning ear to ear, some in apparent joviality, others with an almost predatory anticipation gleaming in their eyes.

As for the two in front, they were dressed not for training, nor for official duties. They were dressed in a loose, draped fabric that was sleeveless and pitch black, clasped at the shoulders with a small bit of metal. It was also dotted with sparkling bits that were clearly meant to represent stars and galaxies. Behm’s had only one shoulder clasp, showing off a goodly part of his muscled and scarred chest, while Bateman’s was shorter overall, only reaching mid-thigh instead of past the knees like the sergeant’s, with slits along both sides of her legs.

Behind the group was a large flat screen, probably the one they normally used in training to go over their performance after a VR session. At the moment it showed the forward view of the ship, portions of the system gate barely visible at the edges.

“Wha…” was all Morgan managed to get out, nearly at a loss for words at what she was seeing, but not without a small, sneaking suspicion about what this could be.

Before anyone could respond the ship made the jump, and the view changing to the eerie gray with red stars of subspace.

As if this was a signal – and it probably was – everyone cheered, until Behm raised his hand, calling for silence. Once the shouts died down Bateman spoke.

“The court of Neptune is hereby called to order, in this the depths of his realm. Who is to be brought forth before I, Amphitrite, and my consort the king?”

“This one, oh fair goddess,” Stump called out, having maneuvered herself behind Morgan while she’d been distracted by the scene before her. Stump nudged, then pushed Morgan forward, clearly ignoring the small sounds of protest she made.

Morgan found her voice right as she found herself in the middle of the semi-circle of Marines, face to face with ‘Neptune’ and ‘Amphitrite.’

“I did this. I already did this. Way back after my first jump out system with Takiyama. Big ‘crossing-the-line’ ceremony and everything. I was still finding the glitter in every nook and cranny weeks later. Even that wasn’t my first time across the line, I did that when I left Hillman as a child, on this very ship,” she protested, but with a sinking feeling that she knew it wasn’t going to matter much.

“Ah, so you were formally recognized as a Sailor of the Stars,” Neptune said, nodding sagely. “That is good, but that is also not why we are here today.”

No, of course it isn’t.

“We are here today to recognize new Ebon Marines, those who have crossed the stars with their fellows and proven themselves in battle with the same,” Amphitrite explained, a hint of a smile crossing her otherwise serene face.

“But I’m not a Marine,” Morgan said, knowing this second round of protests was as useless as the first. Where did they even get all this getup? They can’t have brought it with… no, that’s a silly question. The sergeant said he had things to handle yesterday, he got this from the station. I’ll bet they have the specifications for these traditions on hand for the fabricators.

“Ebon Marines, present your reports,” Neptune barked, and Sergeant Yount stepped forward.

“King Neptune, it is this Marine’s report that one Morgan Black did engage in the ancient tradition of the port of call mêlée with multiple Marines of her unit, and did acquit herself appropriately.”

“And is she a Marine?” Amphitrite asked.

“No, fair goddess,” Yount answered, “But she is, however, a poor wayward soul of the Navy who has been seconded to the Marines, so that she might experience the might and grandeur of a proper military unit.”

Oh, blast it. That’s how they’re going about this. That their medic, Bateman, is a Marine is unusual. That spot’s normally filled by a Navy corpsman, isn’t it? I do remember Emily saying something about how those corpsmen were exempt from the usual Navy/Marine rivalry. Never mind that I’m not a corpsman.

“Very well, King Neptune accepts this wayward soul into his beloved Corps. Marines, bring forth the ceremonial garb and prepare yourselves for the ceremony.”

Why do I get the feeling I’m going to be looking back fondly on only finding glitter on my body for weeks on end by the time they’re through?

***

The entire ordeal took some three or four hours, with Morgan first made to wear something not unlike what Amphitrite wore, only made of a lighter fabric and in the gray of subspace, without the stars. She was surprised to realize it was a single piece of fabric; with the top folded over to the waist it had looked like two.

They had, at least, given her privacy to change into it, something she suspected was not always the case.

Morgan had entertained a fleeting hope that the Marines wouldn’t be able to parade her around the entire ship, as had happened to her and the other new crewmembers on the Fate of Dawn during their line crossing ceremony, but that was dashed almost immediately as she ran through the corridors, chased by the youngest Marines – namely, Corporals Janeski and Jones – wielding tridents made out of some sort of rubbery material.

All along the route there were members of the Moonlight’s crew, cheering and laughing, with some shouting suggestions and encouragement to Morgan, others to her pursuers.

When they invariably caught up with her, they made a great show of poking her, hurting nothing but her pride, and Morgan would dash off again, trying to stay ahead of the pair.

That was finally over when Morgan reached the bridge, to the cheering encouragement of one Mary Tempest, who it turned out had not remained on duty because Asad was irked with her, but solely so she could witness the ‘festivities.’ Next Morgan had to petition the ship master – Mary, again – for the boon of being dubbed a Knight of the Realm, so she would be ‘worthy of joining King Neptune’s court.’

From there Morgan was chased by the next oldest pair of Marines to the sickbay… and then to the mess where Heather actually was, for a similar miniature ceremony.

By the end of it all Morgan was well glad that her archaic outfit was as thin as it was, as all the running about with barely any rest had left her a sweaty mess.

That was clearly intentional, as the next ceremony was a dunk in the water tank for ‘purification,’ with a new black outfit prepared for after.

Luckily, the Pale Moonlight had a proper bathtub, and, again, a private one.

Less luckily the path had been specially prepared with water barely above freezing, but Morgan persevered, and the whole thing wrapped up with the simple metal clasp on her outfit being replaced by a much fancier pin depicting one of the constellations visible from Earth.

Morgan didn’t recognize the constellation, but then, she didn’t even know any constellations that were recognized from Zion or Albion. Hillman had no official constellations, as best she knew, given the night sky was effectively never visible through the cloud cover anyway.

When she asked, she was told it was Delphinus, the dolphin that had convinced Amphitrite to marry Poseidon.

Morgan did not ask the obvious follow-up questions as to who Neptune was, if she was married to Poseidon, or the less obvious follow-up question as to what a dolphin was. Some kind of animal, perhaps?

***

The ceremony complete, the Marines gathered once again in the cargo bay, each pausing to congratulate her as they passed. Behm – still dressed as Neptune – addressed them as if nothing was out of the ordinary at all. In fact, all three of them were still dressed in their ancient clothing, though at least the tridents had been stashed away.

“This mission is certainly complicated,” Colour Sergeant Behm started. As he spoke he walked up and down the line of Marines, pausing and inspecting them at random, though inspecting for what Morgan wasn’t sure, as they were dressed for VR training and neither combat nor parade. “It does not have the distinction of being the most complicated or convoluted plan I have been involved with, and I would have you all know that its completion is well within our capabilities.

“There is no force of Marines your equal anywhere in the galaxy, and we will achieve surprise, speed, lethality, and our objectives.”

Behm had reached Morgan on his current circuit, pausing to inspect her. She couldn’t help but blush, wishing her outfit didn’t show off quite so much shoulder, or leg for that matter, but he didn’t act any different than he had when reviewing the uniform of any of the others.

“We’ve captured examples of what Hillman considers their most advanced technology, and seen how well they use it in the crucible of battle. We know what they are capable of.

“They do not know we are coming, they do not know what we are capable of, and they do not know that we have the commodore with us to serve as insider.

“All of these will assist us, but there is more in our arsenal than has been revealed.”

Morgan knew what he was getting at, if not the specifics, and if she did surely all the others did as well, but where she had expected the Marines to look eager to find out, instead she could see the gathered Marines looking uneasy.

No, uneasy wasn’t quite the right word, Morgan realized. They certainly didn’t look like they liked whatever it was he was hinting at, but they weren’t afraid of it. It was closer to… disgust perhaps? For a moment Morgan was reminded of the look on Haruhi’s face when Gertrude had insisted on some piece of safety equipment for a sporting activity, one Haruhi thought herself too old to need.

I assumed this was just some secret bit of tech, either new or special for high priority missions, but you’d think they’d be excited to try out a new toy, especially if it blows up or shoots things.

Their reaction makes me think they suspect what he’s going to say, and don’t like it. But what could that be?

Guess I’m about to find out. I have to admit, their dislike is a bit contagious, I’m starting to feel annoyed my own self.

The sergeant was continuing his lecture, so Morgan gave up her internal musings and listened.

“Just because something worked before, doesn’t mean it will work again – especially when one is dealing with bypassing security measures a determined foe has put into place. Years ago miners on Hillman would sneak off planet on the ore shuttles… and eventually they built a rail network to cut the miners off.

“The commodore escaped more directly, through a cargo bay used by this very ship. We can’t assume the bay will be as unmonitored and vacant of security as it was then.

“To that end, we are bringing these,” the sergeant continued, moving over to one of the crates and opening it with what looked like a biometric scanner.

While the gathered Marines and Morgan watched, he pulled out, well, quite a small box really, for the amount of effect it was having.

Another biometric lock opened it, and the sergeant turned it so they could see inside.

Doesn’t look like much, honestly, Morgan thought. Little round thing with what looks like an electronic interface on one end and what I’d guess are a few small antigravity plates to allow it to move around. Is that seriously it?

“Sergeant, do we really need to use… that?” Stump asked, her tone reminding Morgan of how Gertrude had talked about a small rodent that had once managed to get into the air duct behind their quarters on Takiyama Station before dying and causing the entire room to stink for hours and hours after they’d managed to find and dispose of it. “I can get into their system easily with the tools I have; their protocols are outdated and their equipment a nightmarish mishmash of ancient and off the shelf new bought from other systems.”

The sergeant didn’t respond, instead fixing the corporal with his gaze while he pressed his lips together. This was followed by raised eyebrows and a slight forward tilting of his head.

Despite him literally saying nothing, Stump evidently understood the message, as she started speaking at a more hurried pace, her tone alternately frustrated and annoyed, answering questions he hadn’t asked.

“Yes, I will need physical access to the systems to access their network, but we don’t need that to do so. I will be able to locate any cameras or sensors before we exit the cargo pod as we’ve set it up, and there are always gaps.

“I could do that even without having the literal blueprints of the station, which we do have. They won’t have made enough changes over the last couple of decades to make a difference.

“I mean, sure, if they know how the commodore escaped years ago they’d have made changes, but enough to stop us? I have faith in our abilities, sergeant, in my abilities.

“All this thing will do is minimize already miniscule risks, it isn’t worth the taint of using it.”

Her spiel evidently finished, Stump lapsed into silence, the sergeant not having moved another muscle while she stumbled through her explanation and pleading.

“Sergeant Ferguson, in your expert opinion as our communications specialist, what was the general tenor of public communications on Albion, when we left?”

“At that time they were very cautiously optimistic, because of the perceived lack of inroads the invaders had made. There was, however, a lot of worry expressed about the state of the economy, particularly in the industries tied to resource extraction in the asteroid belt and anything involving shipment of goods or services offworld. This of course doesn’t even touch on the tourism industry. Given how large a percentage of the planetary economy is tied to those sectors, if only indirectly, general consensus was any prolonged conflict would cause a recession that could see twenty percent or more of businesses failing, at a time when the government would be unable to step in and assist due to the pressures of waging war.

“Beyond that, there was also much uneasiness concerning the likelihood that eventually some large piece of debris would strike the planet, and the devastation that could cause.

“As of our departure, the direct impact of lives lost wasn’t as widespread, given the overall small percentage of the population with family members or friends in the Navy, but that will of course climb as well with each engagement.”

“Thank you. Are there any other objections to using the drone?” the sergeant calmly asked, his gaze finally shifting off Corporal Stump, resting as best Morgan could tell on the bulkhead beyond the group, and not any member of it.

I am completely in the dark here, Morgan realized, deciding that now was the best time to ask, if she was ever going to. “I don’t have an objection, Sergeant, but I do have a question, one that is probably down to cultural or historical differences between my upbringing and your own.”

“At your leisure, Commodore,” the sergeant said with another nod. “I would not wish there to be any misunderstandings or confusion amongst us.”

“Thank you. Now, not meaning to cast any aspersions on a group I know to be brave and courageous, but why are you all so upset by that tiny little thing? It has been my experience so far that any tool, toy, or weapon that increases your capabilities – increases your lethality – you gleefully employ.”

Behm’s eyebrows rose, enough so that Morgan realized she’d genuinely surprised him.

“I would have thought everyone in the galaxy knew at least that much of Earth’s history, and Albion’s own to understand a reluctance to use these devices. Even a place like Hillman I would have thought would teach their children the history of the Drone Wars.”

“They don’t. They don’t teach us any of Earth’s history, honestly, beyond the little bit surrounding Sam Hill and his group setting out to settle Hillman.”

“Telling you the whole story would take too long, as we have much to do today, including a test of the coffins,” Behm said with a frown, pointedly not reacting to the chorus of groans that erupted as he casually mentioned that they would be trying out the cramped stealth tubes they’d be stuffed into for the final insertion from the Pale Moonlight onto Hill Station. “The short, brutal, version is this. Mankind discovered, long ago, that small autonomous drones rendered much of the other traditional battlefield units obsolete. Why spend enormous amounts of treasure and blood to build, maintain, and man a vehicle when you could send in a drone little bigger than this to drop ordnance on the enemy? If it failed, well, all you are out is the little machine, and if it succeeded you’d traded a small cost on your end for a large one on your foe’s.

“Everyone adopted them, of course they did, and soon the skies of any battlefield – any contested village or town, for that matter – had the sun all but blocked out by the drones seeking targets.

“Oh, it wasn’t as wholescale as a nuclear weapon would be, or a rock dropped from space, but it also didn’t destroy the location utterly, allowing the victor to move right in, at least in theory.

“It got worse because that usually follows with the martial inventions of man. The drones had to be controlled, which meant wireless communications. This all but overnight turned the battlefield from one of munitions and men to electronics and code.

“With so little at stake leaders were ever less wary about starting a conflict and always the human cost rose, among those not fighting the war.”

Neither side fighting on the ground but sending machines to fight for them. What incentive would they have to stop? “That’s horrific,” Morgan muttered.

“That still wasn’t the worst of it.”

How could it get worse?

“I recognize the look on your face, and honestly, I’m glad someone out there can’t imagine such things. I’d apologize for taking that away from you, ma’am, but you need to know, if we are to use this.” Behm took in a deep breath, pausing for several moments before continuing. “The constant warfare of electronics led to two equally disastrous ends. The first was when a third party to one of these drone conflicts managed to crack the protection on first one entire side’s drones, then the other’s. Records are fragmentary, but the best guess of historians is that the responsible party didn’t reveal that they’d gained control of one side’s forces until they had control of both, and then they were simultaneously sent to fight, not each other, but their own sides.

“Tens of millions died within bare hours, the only goal discernable to be to cause as much destruction as possible. Even now we don’t know who was responsible, but the motivation appears to have been deep seated anger at humanity itself, a suicidal desire to ‘protect the environment’ by genocide.”

“You said two ends. What was the second?” And how is it possibly as bad as indiscriminate slaughter?

“With wireless control now inherently dangerous and suspect, the powers of the day turned to truly autonomous drones increasingly, which were given orders at launch and then completely cut off from control until they returned.

“There were immediately problems with this, obvious ones that the officers knew about and accepted. Changes in the battlefield could not be accounted for, offers of surrender that could not be accepted, and so on.

“Those were bad enough, but what they didn’t account for was so much worse.

“It seems ironic, with the benefit of hindsight and distance, that they ignored the warnings that had been repeated often and loudly for many years before this point, before the technology even existed, really. Any computer too stupid to intelligently employ weapons cannot be trusted to use them, and any computer smart enough to do so can be trusted even less.”

“The machines went out of control?” Morgan said, more a statement than a guess, at that point.

“They did indeed. More and more of the process had been automated, and eventually a control node was corrupted, or something along those lines, and once again the drones were turned on their ‘masters.’ That first time the death toll was almost a hundred million.”

“That time? Meaning this happened more than once?”

“Aye, on more than one world. Each time the government or the military was sure they had the problems figured out, that this time they’d found a way to remove the human cost of maintaining a military defense, and each time it ended in rivers of blood.”

Somehow the sergeant delivering this summary in a dispassionate voice made it more chilling than an emotional recounting would have.

“And yet that still exists,” Morgan said, pointing at the small drone.

“Yes,” Behm said flatly. “No weapons, very limited endurance, and flying slowly enough that it cannot hurt anyone unless perhaps flown directly into someone’s eye. And for all that you were right, Commodore. We loathe it, we reject the advantages that using it, or its more lethal kin, would give us. We use it when we must, but only with trepidation.”

Morgan thought of something, a memory that had been scary enough at the time, but with this bit of history added to her awareness was so much worse.

“I’ve seen an armed drone, you know,” she mentioned, mentally seeing the holographic sign above the pirate’s drone. ‘Hi! I’m not just a camera drone, I’m a bomb! Try anything stupid and I’ll blow us all up!’ it had said, a threat meant to force Morgan and the others to comply and surrender.

Several of the Marines shuddered, but Behm only gave her another nod.

“I was aware of that, actually. It was included in our debrief about the privateer forces. It wasn’t quite a blatant violation of the interstellar conventions – it wasn’t autonomous, nor was it actually controlled wirelessly; there was a thin cable leading back to the control unit. Despite those technicalities it was still enough that several of our leaders were calling for the group to be summarily executed.”

“Wasn’t that already on the table because of the piracy?” Morgan couldn’t help but ask. Guess I’m still not over letting them go, am I? I probably won’t ever be okay with it, as necessary as it was.

“Using an armed drone in a conflict is an automatic death penalty offense, while piracy only carries the death penalty if they do things like execute or abuse prisoners.”

“So, what then are the risks of using this one?” she asked, wishing that the Neptune outfit Behm wore would at least moderately lighten the mood, rather than making everything seem even more serious, like he was some kind of prophet or oracle out of a fantasy narrative delivering proclamations of doom.

“If it is seen, the likelihood of it being jammed or taken control of is very real, and of course the device being discovered will all on its own reveal our presence and cause the station to go on a complete lockdown. The chance that, if captured, our fate will be worse because we have it cannot be discounted, though I don’t know the specifics of Hillman law in that regard.”

Morgan couldn’t help but let out a bitter laugh.

“Just assume there isn’t any law, and they’ll do whatever they want to us regardless, it will save us all a lot of time.”

“Very well,” Behm sighed. “If that answers your question satisfactorily, perhaps we could continue on to our inspection of the coffins?”

I did notice you didn’t offer specifics as to what happened on Albion with drones, Sergeant, but don’t worry, I won’t pry, Morgan thought, outwardly only offering him a nod of her own.

Behm looked about, clearly inviting further comments or questions, but Morgan didn’t have any of the latter, and apparently no one else had any of the former.

“That’s enough chatter, get these crates opened up, smart-like. We need to check everything and get them ready to be resealed once we arrive in-system.” Behm turned and addressed the assembled Marines, before turning back to Morgan. “There is one final thing that wasn’t mentioned in the initial briefing, something for you. Follow me.”

“After all that drama over the drone I’m almost afraid to ask,” Morgan said, only somewhat joking, following him back to one of the other supply crates, one she noticed wasn’t in the line of sight for the others.

Behm shook his head.

“Nothing so devious, or controversial, this time. Just a closely guarded secret, and a tremendously expensive one.”

“I’m… honored?”

“You should be. From what I’m told this cost as much as a new surface to space cargo shuttle would.”

“So why is it so secretive?” Morgan asked as the sergeant opened up the crate and pulled out an unmarked box of roughly the same size as the one the drone had been packed away in.

“Mostly because we don’t want any would-be assassins knowing it exists, because what they don’t know about, they can’t plan around,” Behm answered, handing it to Morgan and gesturing for her to open it.

“Assassins? Is it some kind of protective…” Morgan trailed off without finishing her statement. She’d opened the box as she talked, finding its contents so out of line with what she’d been expecting, and the overall level of protection surrounding it, that she was rendered speechless momentarily.

It was so absurd and unexpected, in fact, that when Morgan did manage to say something further, she couldn’t help but make a joke out of it.

“Now I know I haven’t spent a lot of time on Albion, Sergeant,” she started, pulling the thin piece of cloth out of the box, and shaking it out to undo the folds, absently putting the box aside on top of the crate, “but I was under the impression that you had adopted the use of underwear quite some time ago.”

Technically it looked more like a leotard or one-piece bathing suit than underwear, mostly white save for the upper portion, which was transparent. Part of Morgan absently noted that said transparent bits were the wide shoulder straps and the part over her cleavage that would be exposed while she was wearing her Hillman elite disguise.

If the sergeant found the joke funny, he didn’t show it. Indeed, his only reaction was a slight pause before speaking to answer her earlier question.

“That piece of underwear, thin as it is, flexible and soft as it is, ridiculous as it sounds, can stop even iridium special rounds. It is harder to pierce than even combat grade skinsuits.”

“This?” Morgan said, holding it up a few inches higher. “That must be some special materials and manufacturing processes.”

“Price of a shuttle, remember? It isn’t perfect, of course. Because of how thin it is a significant portion of the kinetic energy of a blow will still be transferred through to the person wearing it, especially a suit as small as this one is; the material also acts to spread the impact out across its whole surface. Normally it would cover from ankles and wrists to the neck, but that isn’t possible in your case, given the parameters of the mission.”

“And here I thought fashion trends for the elite were simply a matter of understated grace,” Morgan added with a smile, mentally thinking back, and comparing the fashion trends of Albion versus Zion, the latter of which being far more likely to have sleeveless tops or above the knee skirts for high society.

Behm shrugged.

“I imagine a lot of it is as simple as fashion trends copying the highest echelon. Remember, this technology is an incredibly well-kept secret; most people won’t have anything like it.”

“Okay, it is secret. Sure, I get that. Why is it secret enough in this case to wait all the way until now?”

He shrugged again.

“It probably didn’t need to be, strictly speaking. When I was briefed on the finer points of the mission by the admiralty there were a few hints and random comments I picked up on that indicated to me that there was some… disagreement shall we say… about the mission as a whole, and your value to it. Some thought it a complete waste of time, some thought you not up to the challenge, some thought you a lucky upstart in general. In my estimation a few supported you but couldn’t be too overt about it, and several were in your corner entirely, or at least behind the mission if not you specifically.”

“I suppose that shouldn’t be a surprise,” Morgan opened with, before asking the relevant question. “Why are you telling me all this, Sergeant?”

“By rights I likely shouldn’t be, Commodore, but regardless of how you got there, you are a flag officer, and my position here has led to me being involved in far more of the political side of the military than would be normal for a ‘mere’ colour sergeant.

‘Besides,” he added, this time with a genuine smile, “Time-honored tradition it is, the senior non-coms ensuring the officers don’t trip over their own feet. You’re a bit high ranking for that, but other than that, you are in that classic position of fresh lieutenant in over her head.”

“Well, I certainly don’t want to be the kind of officer who doesn’t listen to the non-coms who actually run everything. Is there anything else I should know about the armor?”

“Wash it in with your skinsuit,” was the immediate answer, followed by a frown. “And don’t let it make you reckless. Your limbs and head will still be entirely unprotected, and while it will stop an IR bullet from penetrating, the best you could expect from such an impact is bruised ribs and massive bruising. Most likely it will result in unconsciousness. And while it will protect your torso from even a penetrating round, the explosion at impact will still injure the exposed portions of your anatomy.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“See that you do, ma’am. Now, I would suggest you check the fit, and make sure it works with your disguise. The Marines should have the coffins ready for inspection and testing by the time you are done, and we can resume normal training after that.”

“Thank you, Sergeant.”

“No need, ma’am, I am a man of duty. Were I to dislike you, my actions would be the same. For all our sakes.”

Moran nodded and turned to leave.

That might be the most roundabout and deniable way I’ve ever had someone tell me they like me, she thought as she reached the hatch.


Chapter 13

We get sealed up for the mission in a little more than an hour. Nothing much to add at this point. We’ll either succeed or fail. Even if we succeed, it is likely that we won’t all be coming home again.

Anything we could do to prepare, we have. Nothing left but to do or die, as that one poem Emily told me about goes.

- M

 

MORGAN SAT on the edge of her temporary bunk, staring out at the emptied room, but not really seeing any of it.

All her belongings, as few of them as she’d brought, were tucked away in Mary’s room, save for a very few things the Marines would be carrying for her, like the spare magazines for the IR special and a few changes of clothes.

The clothes were in case she ruined them somehow as they snuck through the station, but hadn’t been made yet. There was also a uniform for her, which was important she have for reasons she didn’t quite understand having to do with the rules of warfare and the treatment of prisoners of war.

That she hoped she wouldn’t need, but she also didn’t want to dwell on it, so instead she took stock of everything else, one last time.

Her personal gear consisted of the armored leotard, her daddy’s spanner and a single small knife strapped to one thigh, her IR Special strapped to the other thigh, and a slim Hillman manufacture uplink. Said uplink’s hardware was the same it had started with – woefully inadequate compared even to the civilian models of Zion or Albion, much less military designs like the one she’d been gifted all those short years ago by Lady Emily – but the software had been thoroughly upgraded. It still wasn’t anything special, but it would at least interface with the Marines’ units as well as it would Hill Station.

Rounding out her appearance, of course, was a pair of ridiculous shoes and the equally stupid dress. How such impractical clothing had become fashionable for an almost entirely space-based aristocracy Morgan still couldn’t fathom, even after all that research had shown her how vapid and out of touch said aristocracy truly was.

And that was it. That was what she had on hand to break into one of the more secure stations in the galaxy, to kidnap one of the most despotic and ruthless tyrants of the present or past.

Well, that plus what was likely one of the most experienced and well-trained small units of military forces in the galaxy.

I keep reminding myself how good they are, but I can’t help but worry. I’d hate to think on how I’d be feeling if I’d gone with my original plan and hired some random mercenaries, or even Aegis. Sorry, Max, but I don’t think you and your mercenary buddies are quite in the SBS’s league. I’m certainly not.

The thought of Max brought a smile to Morgan’s lips, if still a somewhat sad one.

This next part shouldn’t take too long, but even with the best-case outcome I won’t see you for weeks yet, simply due to travel times from one system to the next. And that’s assuming nothing goes wrong.

Which it won’t. I won’t accept never seeing you again. I won’t do that to you.

Checking the time on her uplink, Morgan sighed.

“Hurry up and wait, hurry up and wait,” she muttered, though in this case she knew it was her own impatience that had resulted in her sitting around with nothing to do but watch the clock run out until the appointed time.

There was still an hour to go before the team was to assemble in the cargo bay. She could have waited, spent a little more time with Mary and the others, had a longer meal, or even tried to relax in the tub before getting suited up.

Instead, she sat here, alone with her thoughts.

Now I’m alone with my thoughts, berating myself for my thoughts, she mused, realizing all too well, and too late, that she should have found some way to release the tension before it was too late. There would be well more than enough time to think as the ship made its way from the system gate to Hillman orbit. They’d be locked into their shielded coffins shortly before the ship entered the system, after all, in case of random inspections of the cargo at the system gate or any of the other gates between them and Hillman itself.

They weren’t that common, Mary had assured her, but that was also during peacetime. The Pale Moonlight hadn’t been to Hillman since hostilities had broken out, and things could easily have changed.

Blowing out her breath in a long sigh, Morgan slid off the bed onto her knees.

Nothing I can do but wait, so I might as well make it a productive wait. I know Gertrude will be praying for our safe return, I’d better add my voice to that, and then get off my knees and make it happen.

***

As she stood there, watching each Marine be sealed, lying down, into their all too aptly named coffins, Morgan couldn’t help but feel an outpouring of sympathy toward them, especially the much larger men.

They were all kitted out in their battle armor, with the rest of their arms, equipment, and ammo secured for rapid deployment, which left little room for the small necessities like air. Most of them had full-sized battle rifles in addition to their sidearm, though Janeski had a more compact carbine and Bateman carried various medical equipment instead, relying on her pistol for both defense and offense.

It was different, somehow, seeing them in full armor in person, rather than within the confines of the VR training simulations. Despite each time witnessing them move about in the sleek recon battle armor she’d never really thought on how different it was from the other forms she’d seen, such as Aegis’ mercenary armor, or even her own armored suit that she’d had made using the captured pirate fabricator on the Sally.

The overall protection of the plates was likely much the same, perhaps slightly less, but the joints and bends had less overlap, with a corresponding decrease in impact on mobility.

It was a far, far different beast than the full-up assault armor she’d seen Emily use when she’d come to rescue Morgan from the terrorists. That was more than two meters tall, with built in rockets to allow for limited flight capabilities, integrated weapons, redundant power systems for increased endurance, not to mention enough durability and shock absorption to facilitate Emily literally smashing through reinforced landing dock grade deck plating without injuring the user.

Morgan doubted Hill Station had much that could counter those state-of-the-art pieces of pure terror wrapped in battle hardened iridium, but they also weren’t precisely stealthy, or capable of fitting into maintenance tunnels.

Sure, they’d be able to make their way through the station somewhat unopposed, but the chances Sam Hill would still be in his suite by the time they’d fought their way to him were as close to zero as made no difference.

No, the recon suits were the right weapon for the job, and she almost pitied any guards they’d run across in their sprint from the docks to the inner areas of the station.

While she’d been thinking about that, Corporal Stump finished up with the colour sergeant’s unit, leaving only herself and Morgan still outside. Stump would be last; as the squadron’s technical expert, she was going to double check everyone else’s setup and the release mechanism for the drone, before walking the Moonlight’s engineering techs through the process to seal up her own coffin. Morgan felt confident she could have managed the procedure after watching the process, but perhaps not walking someone else through it, so she was just as happy to let Stump handle it, despite her own first love being machinery rather than leading men.

“Remember ma’am, stay calm, breathe normally, and try not to move about too much,” Stump said, quite unnecessarily in Morgan’s opinion, as she gestured for her to lie down in the enclosed space.

“Remind me sometime to tell you the story about waiting for my parents to come home at the end of the day, and my little hidey hole in his workshop.” Bringing it up brought a small smile to Morgan’s lips; she truly did have mostly fond memories of her times playing with her doll or napping in the hollow beneath the equipment rack in that stuffy workshop, the incident with the robbers aside, but she’d learned quickly after arriving on Zion that everyone else, those with a more civilized upbringing, were horrified by the anecdote. “As long as they don’t mix things up when they rotate the crates when moving us onto the station, I’ll be fine. If anything, it’s roomier than I was used to back then.”

Morgan had said it as an attempt at a lighthearted joke, but she was slightly worried about that last step. They needed to be ready to go before the ship exited subspace in case of an inspection, but that also meant it would be many hours before they could exit the coffins and start their mission, far too many to be standing in such a cramped space. Even lying down without moving for so long would be uncomfortable for Morgan, and she was in a light dress; how the Marines would feel after so long in their armor didn’t bear thinking on.

Probably won’t be quite as bad as a surface to orbit shuttle ride folded up in a toolbox, she mused, not that being less horrible than that experience was a hard hurdle to clear. Either way, if they mess up and put us upside down, or sideways or whatever, we’re going to have a bad time of it until Stump can get the drone work done and let us out.

She felt slightly bad about doubting the Moonlight’s crew, given they’d literally saved her life once, and were risking their own again to help, but she couldn’t help it.

“My advice is to take a nap, ma’am,” Stump continued, without acknowledging Morgan’s comment about her childhood. “Marines learn to sleep anywhere, anytime, out of necessity, but even if you have trouble nodding off, a short nap would still be useful.”

“Will you be taking your own advice?” Morgan asked, suspecting she knew what the answer would be.

Stump shook her head, which was what she had expected.

“It will be my job to monitor everything and everyone until we’re out of the coffins.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ll handle that wonderfully,” Morgan said, unable to completely hide her grimace at the thought. Even before Stump had made the suggestion, Morgan had been planning on trying to sleep – not having a doll to play with this time – and she did not envy the corporal her task over the hours to come.

“Thank you, ma’am, I assure you that you have nothing to worry about.” Stump gestured to the open crate. “If you would please, Commodore?”

“Right, of course,” Morgan answered, this time actually complying with the corporal’s request that she enter the coffin. Plenty of room above my head, and more to the sides than for most of them. I guess there are some minor advantages to being short.

With practiced movements Stump lowered the lid, the buzzing of her tools and the vibration of the coffin itself telling Morgan how quickly she was sealing up the bolts.

As the seal engaged more fully the sounds dropped off, though the vibrations carried through fine. Then it was done, and all Morgan could hear was her own breathing and heartbeat.

Keeps everyone outside from being able to tell we’re here, but also keeps us cut off from the outside just as completely.

Morgan didn’t have the easiest time falling asleep, under most circumstances, but she’d always found being in a nice, cozy, secure place to greatly help.

Not this time.

No, this time the complete lack of outside sounds was downright unsettling, though she couldn’t quite figure out why.

I was just thinking about my hidey-hole back home, it wasn’t very loud in there either, was it? What’s changed?

Oh. I’ve changed. My home has changed.

Morgan wasn’t that scared little girl any longer, but importantly, she wasn’t a… Wait, what did Linda call them? Earth pounders, ground pounders? No, I remember, it was gravity suckers, Morgan thought with a laugh.

I’m used to living on stations or ships now, just like the Comrade Father and all his blasted elites. I’m never without the sound of engines, environmental plants, all of that.

For a moment, a very brief moment, she considered using her uplink to generate some background noise. That of course that was discarded immediately as a solution, with Morgan going so far as to indulge in a chuckle.

The whole point is to get us in quietly, so that’s about the worst thing I can do.

I suppose if it were still some hours until we entered the Malebolge system I could set it on a timer, but that’s in less than an hour now.

What a mess I am, she thought with a sigh, easier to face fighting armed men than a little silence.

Chuckling again, darkly, Morgan settled back against the bottom of the coffin and closed her eyes, glad of the solitude that also meant no one could see her struggling against literally nothing.

***

 

The lurch of the container housing her coffin being turned so she was upright jolted Morgan awake, the movement sending her face first into the inside of the lid.

She was glad of this, despite the stinging sensation said collision caused, as it also jolted her out of the nightmare she’d been having. If she’d thought on it, the nightmare being the old one about the time her daddy’s workshop had been burgled and she’d been trapped under the tool frame would not have been surprising. She didn’t think on it; the surge in adrenaline as her body tensed, waiting for the lid to open and things to start, occupied rather more of her attention at that particular moment.

Intellectually she knew it was going to be a lengthy wait – yes, if things were going to plan she was now on Hill Station, and yes, they had arranged things so that they would be among the last crates moved over, but the crew of the Moonlight still had to finish up, leave, hopefully followed by whatever station personnel were there, followed by waiting a further hour so the Moonlight could make at least one jump back toward the system gate. Then and only then would Stump release the drone to deal with the bay’s security.

In a likely futile attempt to calm her racing heart, Morgan went through the plan for the thousandth time mentally.

Hack into the system, loop the camera feeds, we get the crawlways open, I lead them to the secure section, we capture the Comrade Father, hold him hostage until the Victory arrives and demands a surrender.

Simple, elegant, easy.

Well, perhaps not that last one.

It was still completely silent, the absence paradoxically feeling like a heavy weight on her chest. Seconds, hours, the only way she had to gauge the passage of time was the thudding of her heart, and that was beating so fast as to be an unreliable measuring stick regardless.

For all that she was keyed up waiting, the faint vibration as someone – the corporal, hopefully – began to work at the bolts took her by surprise. She’d scarcely gotten settled down when the lid began to open, the trapped air around her hissing out through the widening crack into the station’s lower pressure atmosphere.

Looking out at Stump, Morgan couldn’t see much else besides the bare metal wall of the cargo bay, hear anything else besides the air flow and their breathing, but the smell, oh, the smell made her feel like a little girl again.

The musty smell of the thorn moss, the tangy smell of the ore and the pulverized rock… they were faint, presumably remnants of the crates that had been in here before, but faint as they were, the smells of her childhood were not something she could ignore.

Taking just a moment for the memories – good and bad – to wash over her, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath in.

But only a moment.

Opening her eyes, she stepped out into the cargo bay, looking about to find herself and Stump the only people visible.

“You got me out first?” she asked, wondering if it was a rank thing, or perhaps that she’d been closest to the corporal.

“Get started on the panel while I get the others out.” Stump gestured toward the bump on the wall almost at the other end, which Morgan recognized as the drone after a few moments. “I’ve already got access to the system, but only in here. Computer architecture is weird, it is like they tried to isolate everything important, but didn’t know what they were doing, so while I can’t affect anything outside this room, the camera feeds were still ‘downstream’ of that node, so they were easy to fiddle with.”

“That going to be a problem?” Morgan asked.

Stump shrugged a bit.

“Not likely, assuming we can get to a less guarded node inside the crawlways.”

“There aren’t many control systems near the hatch here, but there are some,” Morgan said, going over the blueprints in her mind. “First thing we’ll need to do is figure out exactly where we are on the station.”

Stump nodded and moved back over to the open crates holding the rest of the coffins.

Morgan didn’t know which cargo bay they were in, but she did know how they were arranged. She found the octagonal pressure sealed hatch for the crawlway almost immediately, at the halfway point of the wall.

Before doing anything, she used her uplink to check for signals, connections, anything that would indicate the hatch was wired to set off an alarm when opened. There shouldn’t be, according to memory and blueprint, but trusting that too far was asking for trouble.

There wasn’t anything obvious, but there was one thing that stood out to her, something that she couldn’t help but laugh at.

“What, what’s so funny?” Stump called out as she finished removing one bolt before moving onto the next.

“I’ve figured out where we are.”

“How? You haven’t even started opening it up yet. And why would that be funny, in any case?”

“Look here,” Morgan said, running her hand along the panel, around one of the bolt holes. “Or don’t, actually, keep doing what you are doing. The metal around this bolt hole is scratched up, and the bolt itself is visibly newer than the others.”

“So?”

“So, this is the same cargo bay the Moonlight used the day I escaped. I wasn’t able to get to the last bolt from the inside and had to kick my way out.”

“Really, what are the odds of that?”

Morgan shrugged before remembering that Stump wasn’t looking in her direction.

“Decent to good, actually,” she answered. “The Moonlight has been making semi-regular stops here for more than a decade now, and even tyrannical elitists like predictability and routine. Blasted taskmasters like it more than most, even. I broke this bolt when I knocked the panel loose, and they replaced it. I still have the bolt, kept safe in a little box in Gertrude’s house on Zion, next to my childhood doll.”

“Well, keep at it, and don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.”

“What does that even mean?” Morgan asked, her hands busy with one final sweep for anything new attached to the panel.

“Its an expression, I don’t know… don’t question good luck too much, I guess.”

“Okay, still not following, but never mind that. I’m going to open it now.”

Morgan couldn’t help but think back to the endless minutes she’d spent working the panel’s sixteen bolts from the inside the last time she’d been here, but this time it was only the work of a few minutes.

It would have been even faster, but there was some grime buildup around a few of the bolts; it would seem maintenance wasn’t a high priority for the station, at least not on this side of things.

Then again, this panel would be awkward to use, given it opened up above the floor level of the cargo bay. Much easier to enter in from the other end, not to mention that at least one of the other exits was solidly in the regular maintenance areas of the station, rather than a cargo bay far away from anything important besides other cargo areas.

With the panel safely propped against an adjacent patch of wall, Morgan pulled herself up and into the crawlway, just enough to get her torso in – in case there were other sensors or cameras or whatnot.

Not particularly comfortable, her lower half dangling out like that, but it really wouldn’t do to mess up now due to carelessness or concern over a little discomfort.

Coupled with the smells of home that still lingered in the air, the familiarity of the crawlway was eerie, doubly so because it was recognizable and yet different at the same time. More accurately, it was completely familiar save for how she’d changed in the intervening years, the last of her growth into adulthood leaving the space feeling more cramped than it had back when she’d escaped.

Shifting about, she got one of the side panels open, revealing cables, computer black boxes, and some tubing that she remembered burning herself on before.

Turning back to the cargo bay, she called out to Stump.

“I’ve got a good candidate for a computer connection point, wired, used for checking all sorts of maintenance issues, so it is unlikely to be isolated from the system. Do you want me to plug in, take a look?”

“No, no, I’ll do it. Your equipment doesn’t have the programs to hide its presence from any system it interfaces with. Do you think you can take over for me in opening things up? There’s only a few more to go.”

“Opening them up, sure. Not sure I could do the sealing procedures properly.”

“Luckily, you are only being called on to do the one.”

Scooting back out of the crawlway, Morgan hopped down into the cargo bay, curious why Stump needed her to finish up if most of the Marines were already out. The answer was readily visible once she’d turned around – the Marines were all moving about stiffly, going through a series of limbering exercises they’d taught her during their weeks of training together.

Right, they spent hours cooped up, in combat armor.

Stump offered Morgan her tool, but Morgan shook her head, pulling out her own and getting right to work.

She finished the last one, letting an equally grumpy and grateful Jenkins out to a muttered ‘thank you,’ and was about to turn and ask Stump for an update when there was a sound from the other end of the cargo bay, the unmistakable sound of a hatch beginning to cycle.

It was far sooner than hoped for, but they had planned for this eventuality.

Before any of them could react, Stump was updating them over their comm network.

“I’ve got one person at the main entrance. Technician or low-level spacer, by the outfit. Best guess, inventory management, given he is alone.”

“Stump, is the crawlway clear?” Behm asked.

“Negative, there are still two defensive tripwires in the programming I need to clear out.”

“Understood, Marines, into the crates, Jenkins, replace the panel first. Commodore, how do you want to handle the pot?”

They couldn’t risk all being trapped in the crates, and that meant the interloper needed to be dealt with.

They couldn’t risk whoever it was raising an alarm, so that meant subterfuge.

And that meant Morgan.

“Bateman, you have something to treat bruises and such on hand, right?” Morgan asked. She was almost certain the answer was yes, but just in case she was wrong she needed to ask, because if she was wrong that would complicate the rest of the mission.

“Of course.”

“Great.” Morgan turned to the closest Marine, which happened to be Corporal Olsen. “Hit me, on the cheek.”

“What? Seriously?” he replied, his typical jovial nature disappearing for a moment.

“Yes, quickly. Hard enough to leave a mark.”

Olsen glanced over at Behm, who nodded.

“All right, I’m going to trust you have a plan behind this.”

I have several, but I don’t have time to go over…

Without further warning he backhanded Morgan, sending her spinning to the ground despite her having expected it.

This was both good and bad. On the one hand, Morgan had worried he’d hold back too much, and she’d have to tell him to do it again, with little time to spare in the first place. On the other hand, her body hitting the floor wasn’t the quietest thing ever, and in a room with nothing but hard surfaces to bounce sounds around, and little ambient noise in the first place, the sound carried.

“Who’s there?” a voice called out from the direction of the cargo bay’s exit. His voice was younger sounding than Morgan had expected, perhaps even younger than she was.

Maybe they’re tighter on manpower than we thought, all those ships to crew. Then again, if he is here to inventory the bay that’s about as low-level a task as one can be punished with, doing alone.

Gesturing to the still open crates with her chin, Morgan moved off, not toward the sound, but the opposite side of the bay entirely, putting as much room as she could between herself and the interloper, and as much space as she could from the Marines.

Once she was partway there she started intentionally making a bit of noise. Not too much – she didn’t want to be obvious about it – but enough that he would likely hear at least some of it.

“Come on now, who’s there?” he asked again.

Good, he’s moved closer to me, she thought, judging on where his voice was coming from. “I don’t want to see him. You can tell him that I won’t see him until he apologizes, and does so in front of my father.”

“What? Who is him? And why are you in here, girl?” the man asked. It sounded like he was only a few rows of crates away now, which served Morgan’s purposes fine.

“You really aren’t with him, then? Why are you here?” Morgan asked, purposefully dodging his question.

“Why am I here, why are you here?” was his exasperated reply, followed by a sigh. “Look, I’m only here to double check what was delivered. You shouldn’t be in here, no one should except dock workers.”

Instead of replying, Morgan stepped around the crates, out into the corridor between them where she thought he would be able to see her.

“Seriously, I need you to start answering before I have to call the gua…” He stopped mid word followed by a quick hiss as he took in a breath. “Did someone hit you?”

“You swear you’re not with him?” Morgan asked, trying to make her lip quiver as she said it, then bringing up a hand to her injured cheek.

“I already said I’m not, but you can’t be here. Do you want me to call the guards?”

“No, no, don’t do that!” Morgan said as vehemently as she could. “You do that, he’ll find out where I am.”

“You mentioned your father. Why not go to him?”

“Because he’s still at work, and I can’t go into that part of the station, and besides, he’ll be waiting for me along the route I’d have to take, to his work or our home, him and his…” Morgan paused, frantically thinking for the right slang term, “him and his cronies.”

“What do you expect me to do?” the man asked, throwing up his hands. “If I don’t report you, I’ll get in trouble, and if I leave to take you somewhere I’ll get in trouble, and if I don’t finish this job on time I’ll get in trouble.”

“Just pretend you didn’t see me. I’ll go back to the corner of the room I was hiding in, and you carry on counting. When you get over where I am, make a noise and I’ll move somewhere else.”

Stump interrupted on the internal comm, having been able to hear at least her side of the conversation thus far.

“If you can keep him distracted for two minutes, we can get all the Marines into the tunnels. I’ve got everything cleared now.”

Okay, two minutes, I can do that.

“I don’t know, that sounds like a really bad idea on my part.”

“How long will it take you to do this counting thing?” Morgan asked, tilting her head as if she was confused by what his goal was. That’s me, never heard of taking inventory before. I’m some poor girl with an abhorrent admirer. Nothing to see here.

“Five, six hours easily. You really want to hang around here for that long? No food, no bathroom, nothing.”

“I don’t need to stay that long, a few hours until I can sneak off and get to my father. They won’t dare wait around for me that long.”

The man shook his head.

“No, that won’t work. If you go to leave it will trigger an alert on my bosses’ uplink, he’ll think I’m leaving and slacking off. Guy’s a real hard… uh, real hard case.”

Morgan had to suppress a smile.

The way this guy is fidgeting about, he probably doesn’t get to talk with pretty girls much, and he was definitely about to swear when describing his boss but cut himself off. He’s even blushing a bit. I kind of like him, reminds me of an awkward baby bird, flopping about.

“Then I’ll stay until you leave.” If he won’t be talking to anyone for five hours that’s better anyway, there won’t even be a risk of him unknowingly exposing us.

“No, better to report this now. We get enough people around ‘he’ won’t dare do anything.”

Pity.

The man turned away from Morgan, looking back to the entrance.

“I know I was complaining about my boss a bit ago, but he’s really a nice guy overall. He’ll make sure you get taken care of right.”

“Commodore, take him out.”

The command was from the colour sergeant, and right now, in the middle of the mission, it wasn’t even a ‘polite request,’ it was an order.

Morgan closed her eyes, feeling like her heart had dropped into her stomach.

I… I wasn’t ready for this. I thought I was, but I’m not. This isn’t one of the guards, or one of the sadistic Tinnys. This is just some random guy, going about his job.

Why didn’t I think about this, why didn’t I consider that this might be something that would happen?

No, there has to be a way to disable him without killing him.

“Wait, please don’t,” Morgan called out, moving up next to the man, reaching out to take his shoulder.

“I’m sorry, miss, but if I don’t, I could lose my job. Even now, with the war and all, that would mean the best I could hope for is finding a position down in the old capital.”

“I… I understand,” Morgan said, but she tightened her grip on the shoulder of his coveralls as she said it. “Can’t you wait at all?”

“No. Now please, miss, let go,” he was firm as he said it, but there was a gentleness to his tone as well.

“Sorry,” Morgan said, “I didn’t want to make trouble for you.”

He started to say something else, but Morgan was already moving. She stepped closer, moving one leg to the side of his, and then used that as a fulcrum to pull him off his feet as she yanked on his shoulder.

Down he went, barely having time for a surprised exclamation as he landed on his stomach, his face bouncing off the hard cargo bay floor in what looked like a particularly painful fashion, accompanied by a crunch that was likely his nose breaking.

Dropping down, Morgan straddled him, getting her arm around his throat in a choke hold. He tried to struggle, but there was a reason he’d been worried about having to take a job on the planet’s surface, and his leverage and angle were bad to begin with.

It didn’t take long for him to go limp, knocked out from lack of oxygen.

Morgan knew he wouldn’t be out for long once she let up, so she didn’t get up quite yet.

“Someone come over here and tie him up,” she ordered instead, fighting to keep her voice level. I feel like I want to throw up. Might even make me feel better.

Later. I’ve too many things to do now.

In short order they had him trussed up – including a gag – and pulled over against the wall where the crawlway was once again opened up.

“What should we do with him?” Jones asked. Unsaid seemed to be the sentiment, ‘we don’t often take prisoners.’

“We could stuff him in one of the coffins,” McCoy said after a moment, stroking his chin idly. “That’d keep him from being found or raising an alarm.”

Meanwhile Bateman was tending to Morgan’s cheek, ensuring there wouldn’t be a mark on it the next time she had to deal with someone from the station.

“No, that won’t work. They should have plenty of air left, but it is doubtful he’d be found before that runs out – whole point of the things is to defeat scans, after all – so unless we’re in a position to let him out it’d just be a cruel form of execution. Let’s not overthink this. Check him for electronics again, and we’ll leave him in a cross section of the crawlways. Once we’re done and Stump removes her trickery on the camera feeds he’d be noticed quickly enough.”

Morgan felt bad for him having to listen to all of this – he’d come to before this point but had enough sense not to struggle when he was surrounded by obviously dangerous armed and armored Marines – but this was the best she could hope for, under the circumstances.

“Good job, Commodore; let’s get moving before there are any more distractions,” Behm said, then there was a beep from her comm system, indicating a private channel. “I won’t fault you for taking him alive, but you’d best be prepared to accept that it won’t always be possible. Can you assure me that you can act when that time comes?”

Even after weeks of training having a private conversation when the person she was talking with and herself were surrounded by the others was odd.

Morgan noted that he said when, not if, but didn’t let that deter her from answering as she knew she had to.

“I’m prepared, Sergeant. If we succeed, we’ll be saving uncountable lives, and it was Hillman who started this war, not us.” It isn’t fair, men like this didn’t start it either, it was the leaders, but that doesn’t change what our duty is, what we have to do.

About half the Marines were still in the crawlway, and Morgan had to wiggle around them to get to the front of the line. Even beyond her roles being, effectively, scout, spy, and guide, she was the one with practical experience in the mechanical systems and she was the one who was a trained mechanic in the first place. This kind of scut work was one of the things she was best at.

Left, straight three times, right, then left,” Morgan muttered to herself, forgetting for a moment that the sub-vocal mic of her implant would transmit that to everyone as clearly as if she’d said it aloud.

“That’s the first leg?” Behm asked. “I didn’t realize you memorized our route. Especially since we didn’t know which cargo bay we’d be starting from.”

“Oh, that’s something I memorized a long time ago,” Morgan commented, deciding being forthright would be quicker and easier in this case than trying to maintain her privacy and secrets. “As we’ve determined, this is the same cargo bay I was in when I fled this place. Those directions, or the reverse of these, anyway, is what my father had me memorize when I left him.”

None of the Marines responded to that, but then, what would Morgan have said in their shoes? What did one say to someone talking about leaving behind their family?

Their progress through the crawlways was slow. Between the simple length of their thirteen-person train and the difficulties of maneuvering in the enclosed space in battle armor, even recon armor, it was a minor miracle they were moving along as fast as they were.

As they moved, the smell of ore and moss receded, replaced with the equally familiar smells of older spaceships or stations – burnt oil, stale air, and the tang of metal.

It was something she knew, but not what she would have expected. Both the Pale Moonlight and STEVE had hints of the same smells about them, more than hints in the former’s case, but for different reasons. STEVE was so old that Morgan had occasionally wondered how much of the original ship was even left any longer, after centuries of worn-out parts being replaced, and the smells of old machinery had seeped into every system over those long decades. The Pale Moonlight wasn’t nearly as old as STEVE, but it was old enough to be considered obsolete by all but independent operators, and unlike STEVE she was routinely overworked and under-serviced, with a crew that was insufficient for her maintenance needs because of the brutal economic realities of trying to run a freighter without the income of other ships in a fleet to cover operating costs during the kind of downtime that was needed for major overhauls of aging equipment.

Neither of those realities was at work here. Hill Station was barely older than Morgan herself, and raw manpower was certainly not a concern when compared to the size of an entire planetary population, even if only the upper classes were considered as potential recruiting pools for workers.

Morgan’s guess, reinforced by the grime buildup she’d already noted on the panel earlier, was that the station was suffering from a lack of maintenance like the Moonlight, but for a different reason. With a station this size, shutting down part of it for overhaul would be trivial, and she knew from studying the blueprints that there was enough redundancy to even shut down vital primary systems like the reactor of the life support. They also weren’t suffering from a lack of manpower. No, they were suffering from a lack of qualified manpower, and especially qualified manpower that would deign to do the job.

When all your workers are from the elite, who do you get to scrub a toilet or crawl through kilometers of ductwork to maintain areas that no one ever sees anyway?

Once they reached the exit out into the normal corridors where she’d last seen her daddy, they paused. Checking against the map to position themselves, four of the Marines backed up an intersection and moved to the access panels on either side of Morgan’s target.

To Morgan’s left were Olsen and Underwood, to her right Jenkins and Jones. That would give each team one of the smaller Marines to hopefully capitalize on the shock of the panels blowing with a quick exit, followed by the second larger Marine in case more up close fighting was required.

They’d be ready to blow the panels out, in case things went really poorly, but that kind of literally explosive entrance would be impossible to miss, and would only be used if they’d entirely lost the element of surprise anyway.

Apart from those four, Janeski, as their best tunnel fighter, was the only one positioned forward, right behind Morgan. The others were a bit farther back, with Bateman ready at the nearest junction to head to any of the three groups in case medical attention was needed. Stump was two junctions to their rear, where she could maintain a wired connection with the station’s systems. With the level of control she’d wrested over the system, hopefully with no one the wiser on the station, she didn’t need that level of connection, but it did give her slightly better response time for any overrides or changes she might need to implement.

“The bolts are on the outside, so I won’t be able to catch them as they fall, let alone gather them,” Morgan reminded them. “Corporal Stump, how is it looking out there?”

“The corridor is clear. A cursory check shows that the last time anyone walked by was ten minutes ago, and it does not appear he was one of the guards. If he was, he wasn’t visibly armed, at any rate.”

“We’re all in position, Commodore, whenever you are ready,” the colour sergeant said.

Morgan nodded, moving to remove the panels around the access point, so she could get to the inside of the bolts.

“On it,” she added for the sake of the comm line since no one but Bateman could see her anyway.

The next few minutes were spent in a tense silence, the whirring sound of her spanner the loudest single sound any of them could hear.

She had just finished the thirteenth bolt when Stump called out.

“Hold up, we have someone approaching. He will be in your section of corridor in less than a minute. Armed, and based on insignia a low-level guard.”

Morgan froze, her spanner hallway to the next bolt. It was one of the top ones as it happened; she’d left those for last to keep the chances of the panel slipping out of position early down.

“I am disengaging the camera feed loop,” Stump announced right before Morgan heard a hatch groan open some ways down the corridor.

Poor maintenance on those too. Interesting. The crawlways are the first place to get neglected, but if the normal protective hatches along regularly used spaces are getting gunked up they really are slacking. That could help us, but it could also really hurt us, especially if we need to get through any of those hatches quietly.

The guard approached, the sound of his footsteps dimly echoing through into their enclosed space. About when Morgan judged he’d reached her location he paused. There was a slight murmur; he was saying something, but she couldn’t make it out.

“What is he saying?” Morgan asked, mentally working out the odds that she could kick open the panel quickly enough when it was held by three bolts.

“I only have visual, there isn’t an audio component to the security systems in most of the station,” Stump responded.

Behind her, Morgan could hear Bateman moving a bit, and then something poked into her back. Reaching back, Morgan found herself holding a small bit of tech she didn’t immediately recognize.

“Wall mic,” Bateman supplied, and Morgan could barely see her gesture toward the panel out of the corner of her eye.

Placing the flat end against the panel she was abruptly able to hear what was going on the other side with clarity.

“You should see this mess, man,” the guard was saying.

“He’s on his uplink with someone, we might need to break stealth,” Morgan warned everyone.

“Hold until we know for sure,” Behm ordered.

“The techs being lazy again? I’m so shocked by that,” another voice said, with the telltale slight distortion of an uplink line.

“Not enough guards to keep them to task,” the man in the hallway said. “Not only did he not bother to put the panel back right, the bolts are just lying here on the ground.”

“Want me to report it?” the other person asked.

“Nah, the longer it takes for this to be discovered the more trouble the tech will be in. Serves him right. Besides, this way I’ll be able to enjoy hearing about his punishment without the slob blaming me for it.”

“Cruel, but fair,” the other person said.

Morgan could hear the man kick something – one of the bolts – and it pinged off the wall farther down the corridor.

“Yeah, well, I also don’t want to deal with the extra work reporting it will stick me with.” He started walking down the corridor again, his voice slowly growing fainter. “You still want to get some drinks tonight…”

Morgan waited a few more seconds, listening to the ever-fainter chatter of the guard and his buddy, before reporting to the others.

“We’re clear. Apathy wins the day,” she said with a sigh.

“Let’s get a move on, before anyone else wanders by,” the colour sergeant ordered.

Morgan got the panel open without further incident.

Before opening it, Morgan confirmed with Stump that the loop of the camera feed was back in place.

“Here goes,” she announced, pushing on the side of the panel so it would swing out instead of falling forward. As with the other hatch there was metal shriek as the parts that had clearly not been moved, oiled, or maintained in some time pulled free from the surrounding mount.

The first thing she noticed was the smell.

Gone was the smell of ore and moss that reminded her of her hometown, and in its place was a faint odor of strong spice, with an undercurrent of burnt oil and clogged air filters and old dust.

I knew the elite favored a chili heavy cuisine thanks to all the holos, but I didn’t expect it to permeate the station. Simply a way to be different from the miners and their corn heavy diet, or something else?

Eh, a question for another time. Next crawlway is a hundred meters down, that will get us into the maintenance areas for the core, and most of the way to the Hill’s sanctum before we will need to leave the network again.

As they’d practiced, she put the panel back before moving away; in case anyone came along before she got the other open, the Marines wouldn’t all be caught in full view.

If she got caught opening the panel it would be a problem, but not one with no hope of solving quietly.

Anyone seeing a dozen armored Marines loitering in a corridor, well, that was a bit harder to smooth over.

With the fact that they’d run into people now at two of two possible junctures, Morgan was tensed the entire time she worked on the bolts, expecting at any moment to have Stump warn her someone was approaching, but for once nothing happened.

“We’re good to go, squadron is free to move into the next section of the tunnels,” she announced as she pried the panel loose and set it to the side.

Hurrying back to the other side she started gathering up the bolts, waiting on the last couple until the nearby Marines had finished exiting.

Once the two-man teams that had been stationed at the adjacent access points scrambled out, Morgan dumped all but one of the bolts inside the crawlway and replaced the panel, securing it with the remaining bolt.

Stump was waiting for her at the other open panel, holding the bolt in one outstretched hand.

“I’ll seal up here, I’m going to plug into this node right here for a bit, check for any systems that might have been isolated from the outer network.”

“Got it,” Morgan said, crouching down and moving forward across the smooth metal of the crawlway. The Marines were waiting for her at the next junction, half to the left branch and half the right.

Pulling up the holo of the station’s map on her uplink, Morgan manipulated it to show where they were, highlighting the maintenance tunnels over the regular corridors and leaving off the rooms entirely.

“There are two more corridors we’ll need to cross to get to the leader’s fortified section of the station. The first is here,” she said, jabbing a finger into the holo at a spot representing a corridor more than a kilometer above their current position. “The path isn’t complicated, but it is very vertical. That is just outside the main control spaces of the station. After that we’ll continue through the inner shell of maintenance tunnels to this point, near the so-called presidential suite.”

“Where we’re most likely to meet real resistance,” Jenkins muttered.

“Exactly,” Morgan agreed. They’d run this simulation dozens of times, really any of them could tell Morgan this part almost as well as she could. “Once we leave the crawlways there, it is four hundred meters and three hatches to the only spot where maintenance access to the innermost parts of the station is possible. The good news is it’s in the opposite direction from the normal entrance into the same. That will get us the last bit into his personal quarters, which also doubles as his secure bunker and where he can escape to his personal ship.” Morgan shrugged. “Daddy was good at designing this place to function as a proper station, backups and failsafes and all that, and still be a modern-day fortress for the Comrade Father.”

“Lucky for us he’s on our side,” Jones said with a snort. “Or yours, anyway, and you are on ours.”

“Quite,” Morgan said, realizing that she really had no idea what her parents would think of her, working against Hillman as she was. I think they’d approve, I mean, they certainly didn’t approve of the government, did they? They got to the point of being exiled, after all, rather than compromise what they believed in.

Daddy didn’t hurt anyone with his resistance, though, did he? a voice whispered from deep in her mind.

Quiet me, now is the worst time to be thinking about this. Only thing to do is rescue him and ask later when we’re all safely somewhere else.

“Are you all right, Commodore?” Bateman asked quietly, and Morgan noted that she had switched to a private channel.

“I’m, I’m fine,” Morgan said, willing her face into a passive mask that wouldn’t betray the complicated whirl of emotions rushing through her, or at least trying to. “The ladder should be a little ways down this passage,” she added for everyone, starting off in that direction before anyone else had a chance to ask her anything else.

They climbed in silence for some time, the only break in the monotony Stump informing them that she’d finished her preparations and was leaving the drone hooked up to the system where she was to serve as an insurance policy and potential distraction if it came to it.

It was a little surreal for Morgan – she could hear the Marines climbing below her, hear the creak of their armor and the clang of their boots on the rungs of the ladder, but she couldn’t hear them, the sealed helmets of their suits closing in the sounds of their breathing and exertions.

That wasn’t a new experience for Morgan, not at all. She’d spent many an hour making repairs or working in a skinsuit since going to work for Takiyama, but this time they were all suited up and she wasn’t. It felt wrong, but there wasn’t anything she could do about that feeling, besides grit her teeth and bear it.

It’s so strange, though, isn’t it? Not just that, but everything. Seven years ago, or thereabouts, I was escaping this place after hiding out in a toolbox for hours on end, with little more control over my life or any part of it than the tools I’d displaced. Now I’m right back where I started, or almost, and from the outside it looks like I’m in complete control, an officer, captain of a ship, and a decorated hero.

How much of that is true? How much have my choices really mattered? So many little things that could have changed everything.

What if I hadn’t run into Gertrude that day at school?

What if I hadn’t had a bad feeling and gone back to make sure they got home safely?

Unbidden, Morgan remembered something that she’d dismissed at the time, especially given who it had come from, but something that had stuck with her, nonetheless.

‘I’ve traveled one end of this galaxy to the other, and every so often the universe proves to me that Fate is a real thing. Or at least that the universe has a sense of humor, I suppose.’

It was easy to dismiss that psycho Akull’s words as holding no more meaning or trustworthiness than anything else she’d ever said, but Morgan did have to wonder.

Was there some plan behind all of this, some greater good, or was she a simple plaything of the universe, here to amuse with some astoundingly unlikely events before being disposed of like any other worthless thing?

That someone as broken and evil as Akull believed it, even while doing terrible things made Morgan think… actually, she didn’t know what she thought of that.

She thought about this as they climbed but was no closer to an answer when she reached their destination level than she had been when she’d started.

Really the only difference was the burning in her arms and legs after having climbed for so long. She pulled herself into the tunnel and almost immediately had her limbs give out under her. The only thing that gave her enough strength to scoot forward until she could pull herself out of the way was the fact that until she did the Marines couldn’t get off the ladder either.

After a pair of failed attempts and a third where she flailed about with far too little dignity – but not enough energy to care – she got turned around so she could look back toward the Marines.

The Marines who didn’t even appear to be breathing heavily, and who orderly filed forward into the available space until they were all off the ladder, blast them.

“I’m not out of shape, I’m not,” Morgan protested, having to pause after each word to catch her breath. “That was a lot of ladder to climb.”

“It was at least a full hundred less than six-thousand rungs,” Janeski said, her tone as completely unreadable as her face behind her helmet’s mask. “Assuming standard spacing.”

The meaning behind everyone turning to stare at her, besides Morgan who couldn’t muster the strength to do so, well, that was easier to read.

“I could have gone my entire life happily not knowing that little fact,” Ferguson said. “I was feeling just fine thanks to the lovely muscle layer of my armor helping me power through, but now I know I just climbed six-blasted-thousand rungs without pausing, and hey, suddenly my arms feel tired.”

Several of the Marines laughed, and Morgan could see a few others smiling or hiding their faces behind a hand.

I guess that explains it. I don’t feel so bad that I’m the only one tired, but…  “You all got muscle enhancing equipment?” She didn’t even try to hide the exhaustion in her voice, and for further emphasis slid down into a lying position, resting one cheek on the nicely cool metal of the floor.

“Ferguson, how are we doing on time?” Behm asked, very pointedly not looking at Morgan as he asked.

“We arrived precisely on schedule. Progress has been faster than expected as well. Assuming the Victory keeps her schedule, we have three hours before they are due to arrive in system, and another thirty minutes or so until the arrive in orbit of Hillman.”

“Right, let’s take a fifteen-minute break. We don’t want to get into position late, but we also don’t want to get there too early either. Stump, not you, I want you to dig deeper into their communications network, see what you can find out. Prioritize seeing if you can get information on ship movements, what they have in orbit and elsewhere in the system, as well as how many troops they have on the station. Of course use your discretion to sniff out anything else interesting.”

“Yes, Sergeant,” Stump replied, deftly pulling off a panel next to her and extracting a knife from a pouch. With even more practiced motions, she shaved off the protective coating around the wires, allowing her to plug directly into the system without a nearby port.

I’m honestly surprised that works, Morgan couldn’t help but think, the mechanic in her appalled at the casual destruction Stump was causing to gain slightly better access to the network and wondering how she’d managed to do so without setting off any sensors in the first place. The slightest bit off and she’d sever the wire rather than expose it. How many hours of practice had it taken for her to learn such a skill?

For a moment, Morgan had the mental image of Stump sitting in a cramped tunnel surrounded by piles and piles of practice wiring, and she couldn’t help but laugh.

Or at least, try to laugh. The best she could manage at the moment was a quick snort.

The moment passed, and her thoughts returned to the earlier theme, the nature of fate, the galaxy, all those weighty topics that never seemed to bother her when it was remotely appropriate for pondering and navel gazing.

Sighing, she closed her eyes and cleared her head.

I don’t know the answers. I know – I believe, at least – that there is a plan, that there is a purpose to life.

A bit of scripture came to her, a single line, really.

‘I know that he loves his children, but I do not know the meaning of all things.’

Or something like that. Morgan was sure she was getting the specific language wrong, easy to do when it was so archaic, but she was also sure she had the meaning correct.

I’ve been going round and round about this, doubting myself, resolving on the path to take, on what to do, and then ending up back where I started doubting again.

If he didn’t know everything, it is okay that I don’t either. There are things I do know, and they are the important ones, including that my parents love me and I love them. Right now, it is also important that I know that Hillman started this war, and stopping them will save a lot of people, including many I love.

Time to pick myself up and carry on.

Right after I rest my eyes for a minute. Let the sergeant worry about the time for a little while.

Morgan was asleep almost instantly.


Chapter 14

 

SHE WOKE to a hand on her shoulder, a firm one that kept her from moving as she opened her eyes. An unnecessary precaution for someone who preferred sleeping in enclosed spaces, but the Marines wouldn’t know that.

“Time to move out, Commodore,” McCoy said. His helmet was retracted, and she could see he looked impressed for some reason. Then he spoke again, answering the question she hadn’t even had time to ask yet. “A very Marine quality, Commodore, falling asleep anywhere the moment you can.”

“A good talent for anyone to have,” Morgan said, pausing to yawn and work out the kinks in her neck with a good stretch. “Not that most people seem to agree with me on that.”

McCoy nodded and moved back without saying anything else. His place was taken by Bateman, who handed Morgan a ration and some water.

Once that was done, she handed Morgan a small damp towel.

“Might be best to wipe down as best you can, ma’am. Sweat will ruin the disguise.”

“Right,” Morgan agreed, accepting the towel with a faint smile. “Proper ladies wouldn’t be caught dead hard at work, would they?” Not the fairest way I could put it – from all I learned they are incredibly involved in raising their children, and the higher born ladies cook to guard against poisonings, but compared to a freighter mechanic or a Marine they will always come across as layabouts.

As freshened up as she was going to get, stuck in a metal tube without mirror or running water, Morgan crawled out of the side passage she’d collapsed in and retook her place at the front of the procession.

“Your report, Corporal Stump?” Behm asked.

“There is no indication we’ve been spotted, or even that they’ve noted anything out of the ordinary. Chatter about their Navy is minimal, but it looks like the bulk of their fleet is split between the outgoing system gate and guarding the entry gate, with a minimal presence at the rest of the gates. As far as the station itself, it is guarded by a quartet of cruisers.”

“I’m surprised that is all there is,” Bowman murmured, to which a few of the other Marines nodded.

“This is supposition,” Stump cautioned, “But it looks like the mobile repair ship they brought with them to Parlon is their primary facility. There does not appear to be any meaningful repair capacity in orbit of Hillman.”

“Did we ever find out where their fleet came from? Their ships weren’t built by Hillman, were they?” Morgan asked out of simple curiosity; she expected the boring and obvious answer that they’d bought them from one of the handful of systems that centered their economy around exporting starships. She wasn’t prepared for the dead silence that was her initial answer.

After the silence had dragged on for an uncomfortably long time, Morgan looked back at the group over her shoulder, finding most of them looking at Behm.

“What?” she asked. “They didn’t build them here, based on what the corporal said, so they had to buy them, right? One of the few things Hillman has in abundance is money, not that you’d know, looking at the miners.”

“I believe that discussion would fall under the umbrella of ‘classified,’ Commodore.” Behm said at last. “Also, a topic that would require more time and a calmer location to delve into.” He turned to Stump. “Continue, if you would please, Corporal.”

“That is all the information I was able to gather on the status of the system beyond the station,” she started, sounding apologetic about that fact. “As for other things of use to us, I cannot get further access to their systems from this part of the network. The command center or the leader’s quarters would be needed for anything deeper. That, or some helpful person high up in the security apparatus with certain codes he could be persuaded to share with me.”

She paused her report as a few of the Marines chuckled.

To Morgan’s ears it was a very predatory chuckle, but that was a sentiment she could understand, even if she didn’t quite feel ruthless enough to share in it herself.

“There is one matter of immediate concern,” Stump added, “Concerning the corridors we need to cross.”

“You could have opened with that part, yeah?” Jenkins said, which earned him a light shove from the nearest Marine to him.

Stump did not address his comment, instead continuing in the same even, professional tone in which she’d delivered the rest of her report.

“Where we will exit this tunnel network is clear. Furthermore, no one has walked by since I started monitoring the location. Where we will enter the inner network, however, has a pair of guards standing watch. The panel in question is only a few short meters from the initial hatch leading toward the command center.”

“How alert do they look?” Morgan asked.

“They are not sleepy, if that is what you were hoping for,” Stump promptly answered. “There is no audio component to the camera, but it does appear they are having a lengthy conversation with each other, which should distract them somewhat, but of course also keeps them from mentally dozing.”

“I’ll have to play innocent and dumb, then, to get close enough to disable them,” Morgan tried to sound confident as she said it, but she could also feel her lips curling down in an involuntary frown.

“Obviously, the big risk will be one of them triggering an alarm while you deal with the other. However you do it, you’ll have to take them both out fast,” Yount offered.

“We’ll be too far away to support you,” Janeski added. “You’ll be able to enter the corridor where they can’t see you, which is useful to us, but you’ll also be far enough away that we couldn’t possibly intercede before they have time to see us and react.”

“Are there any closer panels we could rally behind? Not that the commodore can use to sneak into the corridor, but for us to be on hand?”

Morgan shook her head at the same time as Corporal Janeski.

“The panel a bit around the corner is the closest one to that section.”

“A likely security measure,” Janeski added.

“Exactly,” Morgan agreed. “On most stations and ships all of these tunnels would be connected, without having to cross other corridors. They also wouldn’t be nearly so labyrinthine, though thankfully that hasn’t impeded us because we have the blueprints at our fingertips.”

“They’re really that paranoid? How much more separation do you need from the people you rule over than literally an entire atmosphere?”

Morgan leaned back so she could sit as upright as possible in the tight quarters and shrugged.

“They were so determined to keep the miners as far away as possible they funded my father’s research into antigravity so they could build a train system and stop sending cargo shuttles directly to the mining towns. Because of the planet’s high gravity, he had to revolutionize the technology to the point that, best I can tell, it is far beyond what anything else in the entire galaxy is capable of, despite Hillman’s overall technology being mostly static since the first colonists landed centuries ago.”

“Fascinating,” Behm interjected, clearing his throat, “But we are getting off topic again. Stump, stay on top of the guards. Everyone else get ready at the tunnel exit we do have access to. Commodore, if you would proceed?”

“One last question,” Morgan said, a small concern that was nonetheless poking at the back of her mind like a shard of ore trapped in her coveralls. “I assume you would have told us anything noteworthy, but I want to be sure. What is going on beyond the hatch the pair of guards are stationed at?”

“That corridor is completely empty for at least four hundred meters, with no activity at all. The rooms to either side appear to not be in use.”

“Thank you,” Morgan said, though something about that still bothered her. A bit of paranoia, in all likelihood.

“Any other questions?” the colour sergeant asked.

No one offered any as he looked around at each of them in turn.

“Right, let’s be about it.”

There was a chorus of, ‘Yes, Sergeant,’ accompanied by Morgan’s rather less formal ‘of course,’ and off they went, crawling around the passages for about a half hour, a distance that would have taken them a scant five minutes if they could have gone directly there.

The end of the tunnel looked essentially identical to the crawlway adjacent to the cargo bay, but Morgan rapidly learned that was only on the surface, as she pulled off the side panels to access the bolts holding the panel in place.

“Well, that’s going to be a problem. When the others didn’t have them I hoped…” Morgan trailed off, shaking her head.

“What precisely is the issue, Commodore?” the colour sergeant asked.

“The bolts are on the other side, holding the panel in place. Up to this point I’ve been able to reach the bottom of the bolts on this side and use a magnet on my spanner to latch on and push them out anyway. Here, though, they’ve affixed a metal box around the bolt housings to prevent exactly that.”

“Wait, that’s it? A metal box?”

It was Jenkins who asked the question, but when Morgan turned to look, she could tell from their body language that more than a few of the Marines were thinking the same thing.

“Why not put something that simple on all of them, if they were going to put them on any?”

Morgan blew out her breath in one long, frustrated, sigh.

“It isn’t much of a defensive measure. Far less useful than the electronic sensors and alarms that Stump has been dealing with.” Morgan snorted in amusement. “I guess I should say, far less useful than the electronic measures when you don’t have a scary competent Marine with access to captured examples of their current software and a direct line into the computer systems. Besides that, it is something almost guaranteed to cause far more problems for the maintenance crews than it will protect sensitive areas. Putting it everywhere would be a nightmare. Putting it only around the truly crucial parts, well, they are crucial for a reason, so still very annoying, but still much more manageable.”

“How long to bypass it?” Behm asked.

“That depends on what kind of metal I’m dealing with. It looks like a hull-grade plating alloy, which will laugh at my attempts to cut it with anything we have here, but whoever put this in was probably a security person, not a starship mechanic.”

“Why do you say that?” Olsen asked.

“The box is hull plating. The bolts, on the other hand, have a different color and sheen. They might be standard internal use, and not something rated for the station’s exterior. They were welded in place as well as screwed in, but I should be able to melt them entirely and get the box off that way.”

“And there are how many boxes, with how many bolts each?”

“Let me see, do they all have the boxes?” Morgan scooted back and pulled the rest of the paneling off, letting her see all around the exit. “They do. Sixteen boxes, then, with four bolts each.”

“Sixty-four bolts to melt out of their housings? That will take too long; the Victory could be in orbit as soon as three hours hence,” Behm declared. “I also don’t like how much noise this is likely to make, and how long we’ll risk someone walking by and noticing the suspiciously glowing wall. Is there somewhere farther back we can exit the tunnels to get where we are going?”

“It would mean going halfway around the station,” Morgan answered with a shake of her head.

“Plan C then?” Yount asked. “Plenty of charges to blow our way out, and then go in hard and fast.”

“There is one other thing we could try,” Morgan said, forestalling any answer to Yount’s suggestion. “Let me get a closer look at the bolts, and while I’m doing that can someone take stock of how much of that liquid helium spray we have.”

“Will that work, freezing the boxes?” The question came from Ferguson, his head tilted as he looked over at the opened-up maintenance spaces around Morgan.

“Oh, heavens no,” Morgan said with a laugh. “Looks like hull metal, remember? That stuff is rated to survive the vacuum of space. Like with the heat, though, the bolts might be vulnerable to extreme cold.”

She got in as close as she could to one of the boxes, looking closely at the bolt, followed by trying to scratch it, both with her fingernail and the edge of her spanner. Next, she tapped it and listened to how it sounded.

“Someone hand me a damp cloth, please,” she asked, holding out her hand behind her without moving from her spot or looking away from the bolt. Someone complied, and she wiped off the bolt, then struck it with a rough part of her spanner, seeing if or how it sparked.

While she worked, Jenkins reported that they had six canisters of the freezing liquid.

“Well now, we are in luck,” Morgan said, grinning wildly – and perhaps with a little bit of that predatory gleam she’d seen in the Marines earlier. “Now I’m sure this was not only dreamed up by a security officer, I’m sure it was implemented by them as well, and not engineering staff.”

“Commodore, we are not engineers either, so perhaps you could enlighten us?” Behm asked.

“Right. They had the right idea, using the metal they did for the cover. The bolts, though, aren’t hull metal, like I already said. It is worse than that, for them, in that they aren’t even the alloys normally used for interior spaces on a ship. They’re simple steel. It will be child’s play to freeze them and then shear off the bolt heads with a hard blow to the box.”

“If they aren’t supposed to be used, why are they up here?” Underwood asked.

That’s a sensible question, Morgan thought, but one with an exceedingly simple answer. “They probably were for furniture, some packing crates with low value goods, or even durable goods like some of the ores they ship up. No sense using expensive parts for a couch or bedframe, right? Especially for a regime like Hillman’s, which is so notoriously cheap they only buy Quicknit for all the workers rather than spend a tiny bit more to have Quickheal available as well.” That last bit Morgan knew from painful personal experience, sadly. There was barely any difference in cost, but the latter healed skin injuries far better – and without scarring – than the former, which was usually meant only to treat bones.

“Right, then let’s do it,” Behm started to order, then paused, holding up one open palm. “Wait. Commodore, if you would pull back, I want one of the Marines to handle this part. They have armored gauntlets, after all. Space is tight in here, and the damage liquid helium could do to bare skin doesn’t bear thinking on.”

Yeah, that’s sensible. “Good idea, Sergeant.”

“Janeski, you’re up,” the sergeant ordered, “Jenkins, gather the canisters for her and be ready to swap when she needs a fresh one.”

“Yes, Sergeant,” they both replied, the smartness and promptness of their reply marred a bit by being followed by a minute or so of shuffling around as Morgan squeezed past the Marines to make room and they in turn squeezed their way forward to get into position.

That done, the actual work of freezing one of the boxes and then hitting it sharply on the side was quite simple.

The part Morgan had worried about – the sound of the blow – ended up being less than she had feared, though not as quiet as she might have hoped.

The Marines paused after the first one, looking over at Stump.

She must have understood what they wanted, as after a moment she spoke up.

“The guards haven’t reacted; I do not believe they heard.”

“The rest then, double time,” Behm ordered.

While they worked, Morgan took a moment to refresh her memory on the layout of the immediate area before and after the guards they needed to get past.

Past was easy, it was the corridor leading into the control area, with offices and meeting rooms in the immediate vicinity. Assuming the rooms hadn’t been repurposed, of course; the plans were older than she was.

What a lovely thing to remind myself of right now, Morgan thought with a grimace as she manipulated the holo of the map she’d ordered her uplink to project.

Before, that was trickier. The blueprints called for the spaces to be used for service purposes – restaurants, stores, the kind of things the people working in the secure areas would need before or after their shifts.

Oh, blast it all, I should just ask. We’ve all been so focused on where we are going we haven’t bothered to look at the rest of the station, or in this case where I would have been, if I really was just the lost girl I’m about to pretend to be.

“Corporal Stump, a word?” Morgan asked.

“Yes, ma’am?” she responded almost immediately.

Do you have access to all the cameras on the station?”

“Not all, no, but most, as best as I can determine. The secure areas aren’t part of the same network, and it doesn’t appear there are cameras inside private residences.”

“Great.” Morgan shifted over, gesturing at the holo of the map. “I need information about what is in this area. Is it still service oriented like was originally planned, and so on.”

Behm, who had evidently been listening in, swore, and did so with such precision, deftness, and diversity that Morgan was impressed.

“We should have been on top of that from the beginning. Sloppy.” He shook his head as punctuation to his self-indictment.

“Yeah, we should have,” Morgan agreed, “But there isn’t much sense in berating ourselves for it now. We couldn’t have found out the information before we got here, so we didn’t focus on it during training.”

“Still no excuse,” Behm said with a frown.

“I have the information up,” Stump interjected, thankfully also ending any further self-flagellation.

Morgan shut off her holo as Stump activated hers. It was a flat projection, rather than a true holo, undoubtedly due to the limitations of the cameras she was pulling from.

There were perhaps twenty people in view moving from one place to another… and almost all of them were in military uniforms.

Worse, as far as Morgan’s tentative plan, was that the nearby establishments looked decidedly more like mess halls than they did restaurants.

Worst of all there were guards stationed by the hatch leading from that section into the next, meaning that ‘lost little girl’ Morgan would have had to get past one set of guards already to even be where the pair in the way were.

Okay, okay, I can still make this work. I do see a few ladies moving around there, if only a few. “Can you show me inside the mess halls, focus on whatever staff they have working there.”

Stump nodded, and quickly shifted the view.

It was nearly empty inside, almost entirely the handful of what were clearly workers, all men.

Well, that doesn’t help any, Morgan thought with a sigh. No, it’s fine, this doesn’t really change anything, except needing to account for the other checkpoint in my story. “Thank you, Corporal. I think that is as much as will be useful, given our time constraints.”

In the meantime, Janeski had finished her work, and the sixteen metal boxes were set off to the side.

“Nicely done, now I can get to work on the panel itself,” Morgan said, gesturing for Jenkins to move out of the way so she could get back to the exit.

“Wouldn’t it be wiser for me to handle the rest?” Janeski asked. “I just finished dousing everything around here with liquid helium; even brushing up against it for a moment is enough to damage any exposed skin.”

“That’s true,” Morgan admitted with a frown. “Do you have any experience removing bolts from the wrong end with a magnetized spanner, without being able to see what you are doing?”

“No, but it sounds like that needs to be done by feel, and the metal won’t be safe to touch for far longer than we can spare,” Janeski countered.

“Right. Uh, let me think for a moment.” Morgan thought through the best way to handle this. Letting the Marine fumble about and figure it out on her own was a terrible idea they didn’t have time for anyway – during her escape Morgan had needed ages to get the panel off, and had cut herself badly doing it – but she was reluctantly forced to admit her doing it was legitimately out of the question. “Can someone get an uplink in there, or something else with a camera, so I can guide Janeski though it? Once the spanner is locked on the right spot it isn’t so terrible, but getting it lined up exactly right without being able to feel the surface will be an exercise in futility.” Sure, the gauntlets will protect your hands from the cold, but they also cut you off from any tactile information.

“Stump, what did you do with the little flying abomination?” Olsen asked.

“It is back by the cargo bay, plugged in and merrily running the last commands I gave it until its batteries run out in about four hours,” Stump responded.

“Right, you did tell us that, didn’t you,” Olsen said, sounding more than a little sheepish and throwing in a chuckle at his own expense.

“We have some portable cameras,” Jones said. “Give me a minute, Commodore, and I’ll get them mounted so you can observe Janeski’s work without her body blocking your view.”

As a solution to a problem, it worked perfectly. Jones did her thing, Janeski did hers, Morgan supervised and guided her aim, Stump monitored the corridor to watch for the guards noticing the bolts falling from the panel, or anyone else approaching from the other side; it all went according to their plan.

It also all took time, much more than if Morgan had been able to do the work herself.

Time they were rapidly running out of, given they weren’t even into the higher security areas yet.

Time that left her more than free enough to think and overthink what she was about to do, no matter how she recognized she was doing it and tried to focus on more important things.

She wasn’t naïve enough to think that she would be able to entirely bluff her way past the guards in the corridor ahead – precisely because she didn’t need to get past them, she needed to get to them and then open up the next section of crawlway.

Morgan was going to have to seriously injure them, probably kill them, and if she did her job right she’d do it before they had offered her any violence or even threats of harm.

She wasn’t morally opposed to striking first – the stunt she and Captain Rain had pulled back on STEVE to stall the pirate ship until they could fire first, specifically targeting the bridge, proved that.

But those pirates they’d known were out to hurt her and hers. These men were guards of Hillman, yes, and Hillman was at war with her adopted home, but that wasn’t the same thing.

Perhaps that was simply one of the realities of war, something true from time immemorial that couldn’t be avoided or changed.

Usually, the leaders don’t bear the brunt of the consequences of what they’d started.

I guess, if this goes according to plan, this will be one of the exceptions to that sad truth.

 Morgan finally managed to break free of her destructive thoughts by replacing them with something else, something positive that she’d nonetheless been trying to avoid.

Max.

As she walked Jenkins through getting the spanner in place on the next bolt she thought of him, thought of his face close to hers, sweaty and flushed, as they sparred.

Thought of him, holding tightly to her as they danced in the recreation of the Lunar surface.

Thought of him, looking like he was peacefully asleep, as he lay on the hospital bed in the aftermath of their last battle together.

Finally, she fixed her thoughts on his proposal, cute and clumsy and awkward.

Be strong, for him.

“That’s the last one,” Janeski announced, startling Morgan, who had lost count at some point, zoning out in her thoughts through the monotony.

“Excellent,” Behm said, a slight grumbling noise after he’d spoken making Morgan suspect he was getting worried about how long this had taken as well. “Commodore, you are up. Janeski, I want you ready to rush out into the corridor to intercept anyone coming from the direction of the mess hall, or to back up the commodore as needed. The rest of you, limber up, check your gear, and be ready to move out on a combat footing if anything goes wrong.”

Morgan and Janeski traded places, and Morgan couldn’t help but note that the area around the panel was still extremely frigid, even with all the distance between the floor of the crawlway and where the bolts were in the surrounding recesses of the walls.

She pushed the panel out on the bottom, careful to keep it from falling and making any noise.

This time there wasn’t any noise from the metal – this section was likely important enough that the maintenance crew either gave it a higher priority or couldn’t get away with slacking off – and in a few moments she was able to push it to the side and pull herself into the corridor.

Standing up to an accompaniment of pops as her spine complained about being prone for so long, Morgan took long moments to straighten her dress, brush off the dust that had accumulated from the neglected crawlways, and made sure her holsters were secure but easily reachable.

Time to earn my pay, she thought, smiling at her own attempt at a joke, poor as it was. How much do commodores earn? All this time after being conscripted and I don’t think the matter of pay has come up at all.

For some reason it felt like the funniest thing Morgan had come across in ages, and she had to fight to keep herself from laughing.

She didn’t try to keep the smile off her face, though, as she rounded the corner and came into view of the guards.

They didn’t react to her immediately. Evidently their conversation was engrossing enough they weren’t paying attention to their surroundings, despite those surroundings being exceedingly narrow and not especially long.

In the brief moment she had to consider her options, Morgan decided to get closer before they noticed her rather than call attention to herself.

Yes, that would help her in disabling them both quickly and easily, but the key factor was that ‘silly local girl’ Morgan wouldn’t think of announcing herself.

One of the guards glanced over and was halfway back to looking at his conversation partner before he froze.

“Stop right there. Area’s off-limits, what are you doing here?”

Sizing them up, he seemed more confused than wary. The other, in contrast, already had his hand resting on the top of his – for the moment – still holstered baton.

At least he’s not reflexively reaching for his pistol.

Now that she was close enough, she could read the nameplates on the left breast of their uniform.

Stan – the confused one – Morgan figured for someone in it simply to have a job. He was overweight and clearly not mistrustful enough for guard work, while the other – Hardy – was lean, but still obviously muscled, and now that he’d noticed her hadn’t taken his eyes off her.

“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” Morgan said, throwing in an abortive giggle at the end and pitching her voice higher than normal. “I’m not here to cause any trouble, honest, I was headed to meet a friend and got lost, wouldn’t you know it, and when I realized where I was, I thought it would be a great chance to come say hi to my daddy at work.”

“Come say hi?” Stan repeated, one eyebrow raising.

“Got lost… around here?” Hardy said at the same time. In contrast to Stan, he frowned, the corners of his eyes tightening.

Taking a guess as to what Hardy’s clearly suspicious nature was latching on to, Morgan continued.

“Yeah, I really don’t know how I got so far away from where I was going. My friend’s most of the way across the station,” Morgan paused to giggle at her own supposed foolishness. “I must have been so absorbed in the chat I was having on my uplink I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going at all. Can you imagine that?”

“If you were lost, how did you know he works here?” Hardy asked.

Stan, for his part, looked more confused and turned to look at Hardy, clearly ceding to his fellow the initiative to ask Morgan about her presence.

“Oh, I recognized the food place just back there. He met me there a couple times for lunch, it was such fun to see him in the middle of the day that I remembered it very well.” Come on, take the bait, I’m a forgetful daddy’s girl who has no idea what kind of trouble she’s causing.

“You told this to the other guards, and they let you past?” Hardy asked, his eyes narrowing further.

Blast it, Morgan you shouldn’t have mentioned the mess, you brought attention to the other guards. Time for plan B. “Is it not allowed to go see him? I won’t be any bother, I promise.”

“No, it is absolutely not allowed,” Hardy responded, grumbling the whole while. “You need to turn back around and go find your friend.”

“Oh, really?” Morgan tried to sound as sad as she could, before bouncing up on her heels a bit. “Maybe you can help with that, then?” She held up her wrist with its uplink. “I’m such a silly head about using these things, can’t tell where I’m going or where I’ve been. Could you show me on the map where I need to go to get to the residential area?”

As she talked Morgan took a few tiny steps forward.

“That isn’t our job, miss, and you need to get out of here before anyone else realizes you’re here. If that happens, we’ll have no choice but to arrest you.”

“Arrest me!” Morgan shrieked. “Because I want to say hi! Well, I never. Please, I just need a little help. I have the map up right here.” She faced Stan more directly as she said it, giving her best impression of Haruhi’s pout and puppy dog eyes. “It won’t take but a moment.”

“No,” Hardy said, his already firm voice now dropping an octave and practically coming out with a growl. “If you are that lost go back to the mess hall and wait for your father there, he can get you sorted out.”

“Come on then, Har,” Stan said, speaking up for the first time in a bit, though his face made it clear to Morgan he was still uncomfortable with their entire interaction. “It will be quicker to get rid of her if we show her where to go than arguing with her.”

“If that’s the way you want to play it, Stan, it would be quickest to arrest her, wouldn’t it?”

“Not really?” Stan said, but in a tone that made it a question, not an answer.

“How would that be quicker?” Morgan asked, bouncing closer a few steps so that she was within arm’s reach. Taking a calculated risk – a large risk – she reached out and snagged one of Stan’s hands in with both of hers. “Please, just a little help and I’ll get out of here. My feet are tiiiired and I don’t want to wander around forever trying to find my way. I’m already sad that I can’t see my daddy.”

“Let go of me, miss, this is very improper,” Stan said, seeming to have found his fortitude at last, unfortunate as it was about to prove for him.

“That’s it, I’ve tried being nice, little miss…” Hardy said, stepping toward Morgan and reaching for her arms. To do this he had to take his hand off his baton, but that wasn’t her only goal.

Letting him knock her grip loose of Stan, she stumbled back and fell dramatically onto her rear, the impractical, ridiculous, short skirt of her dress flaring up.

She let out a shriek, moving to cover herself.

Or rather, moving to cover herself with one hand, while she moved the other as if to join it, but instead moving it over to her pistol.

Like any properly raised member of the Hillman elite, even ones with a lowly enough position that they’d ended up guarding a corridor, they looked away. Just as it was ingrained into them to look down on the miners and other lower classes, it was ingrained into them that a lady was a lady.

That was one of the lessons she’d learned from the countless hours of holos, and it was what she was going to use to kill these unlucky men.

By preference she’d have targeted Hardy first, he was clearly the more dangerous of the pair, but the angles were bad. Stan’s larger body was in the way, and she was armed with her Iridium Special, which meant shot placement was even more important given how little the ultra-dense penetrating rounds deformed passing through armor, let alone something as soft as a human body.

She’d practiced this hundreds of times; pull, thumb off the safety, sight, and fire, all in one smooth movement.

The first shot took Stan in the chest, the high-pitched whine of her pistol loud enough to hurt, but not loud enough to cover up the sound of his scream.

Morgan tried to pretend she couldn’t hear as much confusion as pain in that scream.

She failed, but she pushed through the guilt, pushed it down along with every other emotion that was threatening to pull her down along with them like the rush of air out of an open airlock.

She had to put more space between them, surprise was a poor substitute for a favorable position, and lying on her butt close enough to the pair that some of the blood from Stan’s wound had splattered on her legs was a poor position indeed.

Her dress shoes found little purchase against the smooth metal of the corridor, but her free hand joining them was enough to start her scooting backward.

Firing again to finish Stan off, she was horrified to see her aim spoiled by her own movement. What was supposed to be a mercy shot to the heart hit him in the throat instead, his scream turning into a gurgle.

As traumatizing as the scream had been this was worse. He was out of the fight, having fallen to his knees and grasping feebly at his throat, but it would not be over quickly.

Silently apologizing, Morgan shifted her aim to Hardy, her assessment that he was the competent one proven dangerously correct immediately as he lunged for her.

Her hope had been that he’d fumble for his pistol, or even better, fumble for the baton he’d been grasping only moments before because it had been the one he’d already been mentally preparing himself to use, but he did neither.

No, he wasn’t wasting time with either, capitalizing on the obvious, deadly disadvantage Morgan had given herself to buy herself a few moments of surprise.

As he rushed her his foot came up, painfully connecting with her right hand. The sudden shooting pain went all the way up to her elbow, and her fingers refused to obey her insistence they keep hold of her pistol.

Away it clattered, out of her sight somewhere behind her. When it looked like he was going to continue past her to grab it Morgan used her injured arm to trip him up, but he simply stopped his forward momentum by spinning to the side, then brought his boot down on her midsection.

Her torso was off the floor as she’d crawled backward, but the blow knocked all her limbs out from under her, smashing her stomach into the floor as if he intended to slam her right through it.

It hurt – it hurt a lot – but with her armored underwear the blow didn’t land only in her mid-section but was spread out across her upper body.

Grunting, Morgan wrapped her arms around his booted foot, still buried in her stomach, and rolled to the side, trying to throw him off his feet entirely.

He staggered, thrown off balance and his stance ruined, but he was able to wrench his foot away from Morgan before he toppled.

He tried to stomp on her shoulder, but she kept rolling and ended up between his legs, his foot scraping along her back as it came down.

Okay, keep fighting me instead of raising the alarm. I can work with that, she thought, aiming a punch at the closest knee with her uninjured left hand. Janeski should be here soon; they’ll have watched the fight start and she was already in a position to act.

Continuing to roll, she found herself on her back, still beneath him.

He looked down, and she looked up, and they both acted at the same time, his hand barely managing to block her attempt at a groin shot.

Now it was his turn to have a bad angle, and despite blocking her blow he grunted in pain as she bent his hand backward at the wrist.

He kicked her in the side with his heel, his other hand reaching for a weapon, luckily his baton since his pistol was on the side with the currently occupied and injured hand protecting his manhood.

Before either of could further attack the other, the sound of a pistol firing echoed painfully around the corridor, and Morgan found herself pinned in place by the now limp guard.

Spitting out a bit of blood that had gotten in her mouth, Morgan shoved the man off her, revealing the figure of Corporal Janeski standing down the corridor, her pistol in hand.

“Thank you for not shooting him with the rifle,” Morgan grimly said, trying not to imagine what an explosive penetrator round would have done to him at that range, or what the edge of the blast might have done to her.

Janeski shrugged.

“You’re welcome, but it does have basic lead loaded as well. It was simply faster to draw the pistol than to unsling the rifle after crawling out of the tube.”

Any reply she might have made was forgotten when Morgan realized she could still hear Stan struggling to breathe.

Closing her eyes tightly, she swallowed her last meal trying to come back up and steeled her heart, before painfully coming to her feet and retrieving her pistol.

She forced herself to look at him as she approached, look into his terror filled eyes as she placed her third shot between them, ending his suffering.

“That wound was fatal,” Janeski pointed out. “We should be careful about any discharge of weapons. Even if everyone missed the earlier sounds of battle that might have been heard by someone.”

“He was reaching for his uplink,” Morgan lied. “Stump,” she said for the benefit of the rest of the squad who would be listening in through the subdermal comm line. “Any indication we’ve alerted the station?”

“No movement from the direction of the mess hall,” Corporal Stump reported after a moment. “No movement at all from farther down the corridor either. Past that is one of the areas not part of the main network, but it is far enough away that they shouldn’t have been able to hear, especially since it was only a trio of pistol rounds.”

Tell that to my poor ears, Morgan thought, shaking her head a bit, despite knowing it wouldn’t help any with the ringing. At least when things really kick off the Marines’ weapons have internal suppressors, even if my pistol does not.

While they’d been talking the rest of the Marines had left the crawlway and joined the pair of ladies in the corridor.

Behm glanced about the scene once and started barking out orders.

“Bowman and Olsen, secure the bodies in the space we just vacated. Underwood, cover the other hatch. Bateman, check the commodore’s injuries and Janeski, get her cleaned up. Ferguson, Jenkins, get the floor cleaned up and police the brass. Stump and Jones, get the next panel open and check the computer system. Yount and McCoy, cover this hatch.”

With those few short words everyone leapt into action, with bodies dragged unceremoniously away, blood spills cleaned up with what Morgan had learned were specialized cloths intended for exactly that purpose, and temporary firing positions taken up.

Meanwhile Bateman was fussing over Morgan’s hand, along with everything else, and Janeski took the eminently pragmatic and frankly unsettling approach of pulling out a pair of scissors from one of her pouches and cutting Morgan’s blood-stained dress off without so much as a warning that she was about to do it.

Her abortive attempt at complaining about the treatment was silenced by Bateman jamming a sensor in her mouth, a sensor Morgan very strongly suspected was entirely unnecessary, medically speaking.

“No major injuries to report,” Bateman said after a moment. “The wrist is the worst, and it is simple muscle strain, perhaps some bruising.”

“Great, here,” Janeski said, handing Bateman a wet cloth that the medic used to start vigorously scrubbing the blood on Morgan’s face. Janeski, meanwhile, had grabbed Morgan’s foot to pull off one of her shoes.

“I am entirely capable of dressing myself,” Morgan said, finally managing to holster her pistol once Bateman released her arm from her dispassionate treatment.

Janeski grunted, then grabbed Morgan’s other shoe.

“Good,” Bateman said, backing up a half step, then thrusting something at Morgan.

Taking it, she realized it was one of the spare dresses.

“Come on then,” Janeski said, gesturing for Morgan to get on with it. “I’ll have the shoes clean in a moment. I think there might still be some in your hair, but not much we can do about that for the moment. Just remember to take that into account the next time you need to talk with one of them.”

If Morgan had had the time to reflect on everything going on around her she’d probably have started at horrified and rapidly devolved into acute nausea. But the squad was so efficient in disposing of the evidence of the fight – which was disgusting in and of itself – that she didn’t have the time to think on it. In fact, they were so efficient that everything else was finished while she was still pulling on the replacement dress.

She finished up with the shoes and turned to Behm, who had spent the intervening time observing rather than helping directly.

He took in her appearance, nodding once.

“Move out. We need to get to the inner sanctum before these guards are missed…”

He had started to say something else, but Stump broke in, her voice sounding worried for the first time Morgan could recall.

“On the far door, Marines,” she said without explanation, an explanation they didn’t need, as everyone but Underwood brought their weapons up to the ready position. Morgan moved to draw her pistol, but Bateman grabbed her by the shoulders and moved her back behind the Marines, over next to the now open panel leading to the inner maintenance areas.

Only when they were ready did Behm speak.

“Report?”

“Sergeant, there’s a layer of security we missed. The footage from the next section is already being looped, to make it appear empty. I only noticed when the feed reached the end of the recording. It is good, but there is a slight difference in the lighting that my software automatically detected.”

“How did we miss this?” Behm demanded.

“Unfortunately, the answer is simple, the loop is long, longer than I’ve had access to the system. This is the first time I’ve been in a position to see the shift in the holo.”

So there could be no one out there, or it could be completely full of guards ready to fill this corridor with explosive rounds.

“Odds there is another camera system in there that isn’t on a loop? One that goes to the secure network?”

“If they are this paranoid?” Stump said, pausing to suck in a breath, “High to almost certain.”

“We could move forward, on the assumption that they haven’t detected us yet,” Yount offered.

“If we do, and they have, they’ll be able to cut us off easily. Fighting foes inside a tunnel network is a nightmare, but fighting them when you are and they’re not is much worse,” Janeski said quietly. “If they’re bothering to fake the camera’s output, that corridor is not empty. And if it isn’t empty, we must assume that they heard the gunfire.”

“We’re shifting to Plan D. Jones, open it up.” Behm’s demeanor had never been the most open or friendly, but now he was all business, every trace of emotion gone as he stared at the closed hatch that could hold their doom, or nothing but open air. “This area is military and government only. Open fire the moment you confirm there are people, but only in that case. If they don’t know we’re here, I want to claw every second we can from them before they rectify that error.”

Jones moved over next to the hatch, positioned so she could open it without exposing herself to anything that lay beyond.

She looked back at Behm and nodded.

“Do it.”

The hatch slid open, and Morgan wasn’t sure, looking back on it, who was more surprised – Morgan herself of the pair of guards who were standing there, one with his hand reaching out, probably for the door’s controls.

She was deafened by the sound of ten rifles firing as one, and the two guards effectively ceased to exist, the follow-on bullets tearing down the hallway into more guards behind the initial pair.

“Jenkins, smoke,” Behm ordered, Morgan only able to hear the command because of their comm implants.

A few moments passed and a round object rolled through the hatchway, thick gray smoke billowing out a few moments after that.

The Marines, Morgan knew, could see through the haze thanks to their helmet’s optics, but the guards (and Morgan) couldn’t see anything.

“Immediate threat dealt with,” Behm announced.

“Thank you engineer for such a long straight hallway,” Jones murmured, probably not something she’d intended to share with everyone.

“Yount, you have Team A. Get the commodore to our objective,” Behm said quietly. “We’ll meet up at the end of this. It has been an honor to lead you.”

With their weapons all still trained down the smoke-filled hallway, none of them could so much as pause to salute, and Morgan for one couldn’t imagine what she could possibly say in such a moment.

Plan D. Half the squadron makes for the command center, capturing it if possible, but either way providing a distraction for the other half, who continue on toward the primary objective. Even if we can capture the Comrade Father, we won’t be able to support them in any way.

Now Morgan felt sick to her stomach, but she knew this was the only viable option they had, which was why it had been one of the contingencies they’d relentlessly debated and trained for.

“McCoy, Ferguson, Underwood, Jenkins, and Olsen, you’re with me,” Behm ordered.

Jenkins and Olsen are the most experienced marksmen, Underwood’s a fantastic sniper. Ferguson can hopefully be able to keep the two teams in contact, and McCoy is there to take over if something happened to Behm. It is the best way to divide the teams up, only…

On the one hand, Morgan worried about them not taking Corporal Stump along. Her expertise on computer systems would surely be vital if they made it to the command center.

On the other hand, that same expertise would be vital for Morgan’s group, and theirs was the primary objective.

Beyond all that, Morgan felt a little guilty that she was glad Stump was going with her. She liked all of the Marines, and watching them leave, what was probably the last time she’d see many or even all of them, that hurt. It would hurt, but not as much as losing Stump would. She was the one to whom Morgan had grown closest.

“Godspeed, color sergeant,” Yount said, reaching over and grasping his hand briefly. Behm nodded, and then the six of them disappeared into the smoke still billowing from the grenade.

Yount turned to those that were left.

“Jones, seal that other hatch, and rig up something to blow when they get through it. The rest of you get into the tunnels. Commodore, if you would, hang back to seal the panel as best you can once Jones finishes.”

“Diversionary team, switch to channel three,” Behm ordered from ahead, and then there was silence from the other group.

“We’ve got a lot of crawling ahead of us, Marines, I expect you all to beat your times from the simulator,” Yount said. “Stump, how are we doing with the inner network?”

“I’ve wrestled control of the local cameras, but they know I’m here now. I’ll be able to keep our position hidden as before, but when I try to expand my sphere of influence and check on the cameras ahead, they push me back.”

“So you can keep them from knowing where we are, but we don’t know where they are, either?”

“Correct, Sergeant.”

“If they fall for the diversion they might not know we’re in here at all. Leave the other cameras alone then, we don’t want them noticing your attempts.”

“Yes, Sergeant,” Stump said. Morgan could tell she wasn’t happy about it – Morgan wasn’t happy about it either – but it did give them the best chance of slipping by unnoticed.

“Move out,” Yount ordered.

***

They did make good time through the tunnels, but not perhaps as quickly as Yount had been demanding of them.

Morgan bringing up the rear with Jones made it harder for her to guide them through the intentionally twisty turns of the crawlway network, and Stump had to pause more often to wrench control of the security system from the now-aware defenders of the station. On the other hand, they were pushing their limits, and with only seven of them their passage wasn’t nearly so unwieldy.

This was also due to the fact that, with Jenkins, Olsen, and Behm in the other group the largest of the Marines were no longer present, and while Yount and Bowman were well-built, muscular men, they weren’t as tall as the others.

Morgan certainly wouldn’t say any of the lady Marines were soft or weak, but they were a lot leaner, something that was an advantage in these cramped spaces.

To distract herself from worry about how the others were getting on, Morgan focused on the job at hand, and her surroundings.

At first she found it almost paradoxical that the crawlways they traveled through were dirtier than the others, even those closest to the cargo bay, but it did make sense, in a roundabout way.

Yes, these areas were far more important, giving access to most of the vital machinery and areas of the station, excepting systems like the reactor, she supposed, but that also meant that the paranoid leaders would be even less likely to allow anyone in to do all that vital maintenance.

When you get down to it, they’re dirty for the same reason I was able to escape all those years ago. Rather than train someone to do the complicated stuff they hauled Daddy out from the tiny mining village they banished us to.

What kind of sense does it make to trust someone they’d exiled to do vital repairs, instead of someone whose loyalty they could count on to a much greater degree? Morgan suppressed a snort of amusement. I guess paranoia warps how you think, and when it isn’t only paranoia, when there are people legitimately out to get you, it warps your thinking even more.

An endless eternity later – fifteen minutes according to her uplink – they were at the next exit for their route, directly next to the section of corridor that led to the entrance of the presidential suite in one direction, and to the maintenance access that was their real goal in the other.

Jones removed the side panels around the main one so they could get a look at the bolts holding the main one in place, and then she let out a sigh of relief.

“Nothing covering up the bolts this time. We have easy access.”

“How do we want to handle this?” Morgan asked. “Removing the bolts will be quieter than blowing it out, but it will take a lot longer, and if there is someone nearby they almost can’t miss it, not with sixteen bolts falling in turn.”

“Stump, can you give a view of the corridor now that we’re this close?” Yount asked.

“Yes, but I cannot be certain they aren’t pulling the same stunt as before, and looping their own footage as disinformation.”

So an empty corridor is more worrisome than one with people in it? That’s lovely.

“Noted. What are we looking at?” Yount continued.

“One moment,” Stump said, having gone to the lengths of removing her uplink from her wrist so she could type in commands on the holographic console with both hands. “Here we go,” she announced with an almost predatory cry of triumph.

The holo display changed to show a long corridor, gently curving away. At the edge of the visible area, almost directly below the camera, Morgan could make out the top of someone’s head. Male, probably, but she couldn’t see his clothing to guess if he was a guard or something else. She also couldn’t see his hands, so she couldn’t tell if he was armed.

At the other end she could see a closed hatch, but without a guard stationed at it.

“What is the orientation of the camera, where are we and where are we going?” Morgan asked.

Stump punched in a few more commands, and an otherwise unremarkable section of the wall halfway down the hallway lit up in a neon glow.

“We are here. The hatch we need is the unguarded one.”

“If we can get the panel off without him noticing it should be possible to lean out and take the shot before he can react, then quickly move on our goal.”

“If,” Bowman pointed out laconically. “Can you mess with the footage, Corporal?”

“Yes,” Stump answered, drawing out the single word over several seconds. “But with him standing there, the point where it returns to the start of the recorded section will be almost impossible to disguise. There are simply too many little movements we make, even standing still. They might notice immediately, they might notice after a few minutes, but anyone watching their screens will notice.”

“Again, we’re dependent on the colour sergeant to ensure they aren’t watching those particular screens,” Janeski commented.

“Okay, here’s how we’ll handle it,” Yount began, exhaling in a rather drawn out way in a rare show of concern from the sergeant. “Jones, work on the bolts, but if you can, don’t drop them out entirely, leave them slightly screwed in. They’ll stick out of the wall, but hopefully that will be less noticeable than them falling onto the metal floor. Janeski, before she does that, get me a tiny charge on that panel so we can blow it out as soon as Jones pulls back, if it comes to it. Stump, get the loop started.

“Oh, and Bateman, get the commodore some ear protection, something that won’t be easily seen in case she needs to play the fool again.”

Morgan wanted to argue that this was leaving her out entirely, that dealing with these sorts of problems was her part of the plan, but she stopped herself. They didn’t have time to argue, and besides, the guard would be able to clearly see the panel as it opened, even if they did manage to get the bolts off without him noticing. They weren’t talking their way around this.

Doubly so because even if they didn’t know Morgan and company were here specifically, they did know someone was on the station, even if they hadn’t triggered an audible alarm to signal that fact.

At this point I’m barely more than dead weight, aren’t I?

Shaking her head, she pushed away the unhelpful and, she hoped, untrue thought.

Bateman handed her a pair of fancy-looking earplugs, colored to blend in with her skin and not be noticeable unless someone looked closely.

“These will block out loud noises but not interfere with normal speaking ranges,” Bateman said as Morgan slipped them in.

Everyone was quiet, probably joining Morgan in listening to Jones work, and listening for the sound of falling bolts.

A very slight tremor passed through the metal beneath her, so slight Morgan barely felt it, despite long years trusting such subtle feelings to tell her the status of the mine around her or later the state of the ship’s engines and hull.

“Some kind of explosion,” she muttered.

“What was that?” Bowman asked, turned to look in her direction.

“Explosions from behind us, probably a big one, assuming it came from the vicinity of the other team,” she answered.

“I didn’t hear anything,” he replied. Morgan couldn’t see his face, but based on his tone he was probably frowning.

“Not hear, feel. Remember, the whole station is connected.”

“I didn’t feel anything, then,” Bowman persisted.

Morgan shrugged slightly.

“Grow up working the mines, then work as a starship mechanic, you get a feel for it.”

In the following lull of their conversation – not that they’d been speaking loudly, thanks to their subvocal mic and implants – they heard the ting of metal falling on metal as one of the bolts fell when Jones released her the magnet on the tip of her spanner.

None of them so much as breathed for long moments.

“He’s not moving,” Stump announced after thirty seconds or so.

Jones breathed out heavily, then turned back to her work.

She was almost done with the fourteenth bolt when Stump sucked in a sharp breath.

“Here he comes. I think he’s spotted something.”

The Marines nearest Jones, Bowman and Janeski as it happened, grabbed Jones’ feet, and unceremoniously pulled her back from the exit, and those who could pulled back farther still, or into the side passages in the case of Morgan and Bateman.

“He’s stooping down to look at the bolts,” Stump announced, so quietly the man couldn’t possibly have heard it.

Not that it would have mattered if he had, as three seconds later Yount triggered the small device Janeski had placed on the center of the panel.

The charge was directional, expending most of its force forward; Morgan was around the corner with solid metal between her and the explosion, and she had proper ear protection, and still the shock wave hit her like a solid thing, staggering her back as she braced herself on hands and knees.

Ahead of her the Marines surged forward, and Morgan did her best to follow.

They were piling out into the corridor with reckless abandon, completely ignoring the twisted and razor-sharp edges left around the exit of the crawlway, and ignoring the distressingly red smears spread across much of the surfaces.

Yount was already standing, only his lower legs visible to Morgan from through the smoke given off by the explosion.

“Jones, seal the other hatch, Janeski, rig it to blow when they force it. Stump, keep working on the cameras. Bateman, make sure the commodore doesn’t injure herself on that mess. Bowman, with me,” his orders were crisp, calm, and completely without hesitation.

Nor did he waste any time executing his part of them. As Bateman helped Morgan clamber out of the hole while avoiding the various dangerous bits, he and Bowman were already through the next hatch. The pair’s rifles were up in a firing stance, but a modified one, the forward portion resting not in their hands but on the back of their arms, with several small devices clutched in their hands.

As she stood up, Morgan recognized them as magnetic locks; the pair was likely planning on sealing the side passages as they moved to secure their way forward.

They wouldn’t hold the hatches as well as actually welding them shut would, but it would slow down the station’s defenders, and it was vastly quicker to apply.

“Done,” Jones announced, and the four Marines formed up to follow their leader, automatically falling into a sort of box formation with Jones in the front, Bateman and Stump to the sides, and Janeski bringing up the rear, partially turned so she could keep watch behind them.

Morgan, naturally, was relegated to the middle of the box, but given she wasn’t in proper armor, she wasn’t going to complain about that.

Not this time.


Chapter 15

 

YOUNT AND Bowman’s mad dash forward saw the pair halfway across the second corridor of the three they needed to cross before they encountered any resistance.

“Incoming,” was all the warning Bowman was able to give the rest of them before the first rounds flew.

The rest of their half size squadron was back by the previous hatch, and they quickly took what cover there behind the hatch frame.

Judging from the lack of explosions as the bullets struck the intervening walls, floor, and ceiling, whatever elements of the station’s security they’d run into didn’t have penetrator rounds. The sound also wasn’t high pitched enough to be iridium bullets like Morgan favored – not that a backwater like Hillman was likely to have access to such cutting edge weapons technology, it barely having been invented a few decades earlier in the Parlon system.

This was good for them, lead bullets weren’t likely to penetrate the Marines’ armor, unless it struck in a particularly vulnerable spot like the faceplate or a few of the joints, but it also made Morgan wonder where the heavier troops were.

Backwater or not, this is a space station, surely they have to have guards or Marines of their own with weapons that can defeat the protection that even a civilian grade skinsuit will provide?

Still, even with their armor, getting hit would hurt, and enough energy transferred through that it could still injure the flesh beneath, if mostly in the form of bruises.

Besides, Morgan didn’t have that armor, did she?

Morgan’s companions kept their rifles ready, but didn’t fire with Yount and Bowman being between them. Instead Jones tossed a grenade forward, the canister spewing thick gray smoke out as it spun across the floor.

The last thing Morgan could see through the rapidly expanding cloud was the pair of Marines in front of them advancing, firing short bursts of standard bullets from their rifles.

The rest of them followed suit, with Bateman reaching out to grab Morgan’s shoulder, guiding her through the smoke she alone couldn’t see through.

At one point she almost tripped, but Bateman was able to keep her upright.

Morgan tried very hard not to think about what she could possibly have been tripping over.

“We’re out of door seals,” Bowman reported. “Almost to the objective.”

She’d been fine being placed in the protected middle of the formation, but being led about blindly, little better than a passenger in the fight, that was anxiety inducing, and that was an understatement.

They kept moving, five Marines firing and an unknown number firing back, the pair ahead of them also dropping more smoke grenades to keep up their cover. A few bullets smashed into Jones, and one grazed by Morgan’s face, a searing heat followed by the unsettling sensation of blood trickling down her cheek.

“Grenade,” Yount warned, and Morgan found herself pushed down by Bateman as the others did likewise, bunching up closer around her.

The sound of the grenade detonating was barely discernable amongst the almost continuous barrage of gunfire, but the pressure wave washing over Morgan was unmistakable.

“Move it up, we’ve reached the crawlway,” Bowman ordered, “Sound off with any injuries.”

Each complied in turn, still fine, until it was Jones’ turn.

“Took some shrapnel to the left arm, as long as I don’t move it much it’s fine,” she said, her pained and stressed voice putting lie to her insistence things were ‘fine.’

“Bateman, check it out,” Yount ordered as they reached where he crouched by the tunnel access. Unnecessarily, as she was already moving to do just that, letting go of Morgan’s arm.

Morgan tuned out everything else, focusing on the problem before her, a problem she could do something about.

At first glance the panel was no different from the others, but even with the smoke obscuring everything she quickly realized there was one vital difference.

“I need the liquid helium, they’ve welded the bolts in place,” she said, trying to keep her voice calm. This is fine, this won’t be a huge issue, she repeated to herself. This won’t even be as hard as the last one, since it is only the external bolts I need to worry about.

Yount swore, worrying Morgan that he’d taken a hit through his armor, but then he spoke, and she realized it was worse.

“Jenkins still has mine… he still has all of them,” he said with a groan.

“Heat it is then,” Morgan said. “Who has the torches?”

“In my pack,” Jones called out, gesturing at her back with her uninjured hand. Thankfully, she was close enough Morgan could make out her arm through the smoke. “Large compartment on the left side.”

The floor beneath them shook.

“I felt that one,” Bowman said before Morgan could say anything.

“At a guess, that was the present Janeski left on the other hatch,” Morgan commented, judging it based on direction and apparent strength.

“Expect company from both sides any time now,” Yount said, adding after a moment, “Janeski, see if you can slow them down.”

Bateman is treating Jones, who can’t hold a rifle, at least for the moment, Stump is fighting electronically, we’re running out of shooters, Morgan thought as she got the torch lit. “All right bolts, time to see what kind of metal you’re made of. Not that it matters, you can’t hold fast if you’re a liquid.” If we can only get a little more time before they get troops with penetrator rounds here.

Morgan tuned everything else out, until her world was the torch in her hands and the piece of metal in front of her. One bolt melted. Then another.

“I need a prybar,” she called out without looking away, taking it without comment or thanks as someone tapped it against her shoulder.

Her work was sloppy, melting the bolt barely enough so that when she worked the bar in and pried it outward the bolt would break at a weak point. If anyone ever wanted this section to be vacuum rated again, they would need to replace the whole housing.

That didn’t concern Morgan, but what did was the fact that there was no way they’d be able to bar the passage behind them either.

If I don’t brute force it, we’ll be stuck here and killed, if I do they’ll be able to pursue once I get it open. Nothing but bad options, nothing to do but pick the least offensive.

More grenades went off close by, but Morgan didn’t – couldn’t – spare the time to even flinch. 

Then she heard it, the distinctive crack-boom of a penetrator round. It wasn’t one of theirs, the sound wasn’t quite right for the NCRs the Marines carried, and besides, they’d been sticking to traditional rounds up to that point because their enemies weren’t armored.

Out of time. I’ve got three left, it will have to do. “Someone give me a hand, we’re going to force it.” Without waiting she jammed the prybar in as far as could manage on the side she had finished destroying the bolts, then wrenched it with all her might. The metal of the panel didn’t give, but the remaining bolts bent enough she could get her hands in around the metal to pull with better leverage.

Yount appeared at her side, grabbing the top of the panel, and bracing one foot against the wall above it.

“On three,” Morgan said, gripping it herself where she’d have as much space as possible between her hands and the still heated metal. “One, two, three!” They pulled, Morgan testing her strength harder than she had in some time, drawing on every ounce of her heavy worlder muscles to get the last few bolts to give.

Her right hand slipped, and she screamed as it touched one of the still scorching hot portions, the pain intense as every nerve, every instinct ordered her to let go.

She refused.

Four seconds, five, then it gave, suddenly enough that both Young and Morgan stumbled backward.

“It’s open,” Morgan reported.

“Bowman, Janeski, mag dump, penetrator rounds. Force them back. Jones, incendiary past Janeski once they’re empty, I’ll toss past Bowman. Rest of you, with the commodore. Move it!”

Morgan was first into the crawlway, simply because she was already next to it. She tried to ignore the pain, to keep moving, but the moment she put any weight on her burned hand her arm collapsed under her.

Biting her lip to stifle another scream, she pushed herself up on her forearm instead, crawling forward as fast as her lopsided gait would allow.

“Give us the route,” Bateman said, almost tripping over Morgan’s heels as she crawled behind her.

I can’t manipulate my uplink with my right hand, and we don’t have time for me to move the uplink to the other wrist so I can use my left.

Closing her eyes, Morgan brought up her memories of the map, the hours upon hours of preparation, backed by the years of only being able to memorize routes in the mines below.

“First left, then third right, up a level, then forward twice. That will put us directly above the bathroom. We can blow that panel with minimal risk of hurting anyone in the blast.” Hopefully Hill doesn’t have a weak stomach.

The booms of the Marines’ penetrating rounds, coming so close together that she couldn’t distinguish individual bullets, stopped, and she could hear someone groaning on their open comm line, either Bowman or Yount from the sound of it, a groan that sharply cut off at the same time she heard one last short burst of incoming fire.

A few moments of silence followed, and then she could hear the whoosh and roar of the incendiary grenades igniting.

She couldn’t see it, but she had seen them in use, and knew that both corridors would now be covered in burning gel that was impossible to extinguish with water, and would keep burning for five minutes or more.

They could try and starve the fires of oxygen, that’s usually the best method honestly, but they won’t be able to get a proper vacuum with all the holes we’ve blown in the hatches and walls, not to mention the openings we’ve made into the maintenance tunnels, and even if they try it will take time, which is what we needed anyway.

Morgan had reached the ladder they needed to climb and was considering how to get herself up it when Bowman broke the silence into which the Marines had fallen as they hurried along.

“We’re all caught up now, but it would have been better if you’d not waited, they will be after us soon enough, and they’re probably getting ready to move the VIP as well.”

She wasn’t sure how to admit to him that they hadn’t been waiting for him, and she was far less capable of inquiring after Yount, but before she could say anything else Bateman spoke up.

“Commodore, show me your hand.”

Morgan turned halfway around, sitting back on her haunches so she could comply.

“Blast it, a lot of this is third degree,” Bateman said, anger apparent in her voice. “You should have told me as soon as it happened. How did you… no, wait, you touched the panel after melting those bolts, didn’t you? You should have gotten someone else to do that instead, we have gloves for a reason, damn it all. Just because the main panel does’t heat up as quickly as the bolts doesn’t mean it doesn’t heat up at all,” She turned back to look toward Bowman. “I need to treat this, now.”

“Janeski, stay with them. Rest of you, keep going. Up, then forward twice,” he said, echoing Morgan. “I think even Marines can manage that much.”

“Here, Sergeant,” Janeski said as she shifted to the side to allow Bowman past. “My last shaped charge.”

“Unless something else goes wrong, that should be the last one we need,” Bowman murmured as he took it. “Please expedite things, Bateman.”

The Marine medic pushed Morgan’s sleeve up, on the injured side, and injected something into her upper arm. That hurt a bit, and she hadn’t been expecting it, but the pain in her hand started fading after a few moments, so she settled for only grumbling a bit.

“Do not, I repeat, do not do anything with that hand, do not put any weight on it, do not look at it funny. It doesn’t hurt right now, but that does not mean that it isn’t terribly damaged,” Bateman ordered firmly. She pulled out a large pad, smeared something over it that smelled like Quickheal, then slapped it over the burn before efficiently beginning to wrap the whole hand. “Okay, that’s all I can do for the moment. Janeski, we still clear rearward?”

“That we are,” was the immediate reply.

“Get over here and shuck your pack.”

Janeski complied, but Morgan could see she was wondering the why behind the directions from how the other woman was looking at Bateman with her head tilted.

“Carry the commodore up to the next level. Then I’ll pass you your gear and we can continue.”

“Brilliant,” Janeski said, already reaching for the latches of her pack. Morgan hoped the frustration she heard in the single word was more with the situation, and not Morgan herself.

The Marine positioned herself facing the ladder, lying almost flat on the ground.

“Get on then… Commodore,” she said, drawing a sigh from Morgan, but a sigh she let out already moving over to do so.

Janeski was halfway up the ladder, Morgan hugging to her tight from behind, when the first shots rang out from somewhere in the tunnels below – and they were penetrator rounds.

How did they get past the flames? Or do they have their own troops in the tunnels now?

“Forget the pack, Bateman, get up here,” Janeski called down, still climbing.

From ahead of them Morgan heard and felt another explosion, the rest of the team breaching into the suite, no doubt.

They’ll be dropping in as close behind the charge as they can, they won’t be able to help us, Morgan realized. She could dimly hear more weapons fire from the direction of the Marines, regular rounds this time. “Get moving, Bateman” she ordered, looking down at her.

The medic began to climb, sparing only a moment to glance at the discarded gear, but it was a moment too long. Before she could get more than a few rungs up, a bullet slammed into her lower leg, exploding on impact to force the hardened and specially shaped penetrator tip through her armor, as well as damaging the surrounding area.

Bateman lost her grip, dropping to the floor with barely a grunt.

Morgan hoped for a moment the wound wasn’t too severe, but quickly realized that was wildly optimistic. She couldn’t see the limb past Bateman’s bulk, but with how fast blood was pooling beneath her…

Now Janeski looked down too, as Bateman hauled herself upright, leaning against the ladder and looked up.

She shook her head once, even as a few other rounds struck the walls around her. Her hands shaking, Bateman pulled a pair of grenades from the pack lying next to her.

“Duty to the last,” she said, pulling the safeties on both.

Janeski hauled them up the last few rungs, throwing herself and Morgan forward into the tunnel. Morgan could see ahead where the charge had blown a hole in the floor, the twisted edges standing out.

“Duty to the last,” Janeski whispered, and Morgan pretended she couldn’t hear the choked back tears as she did.

Below them, an explosion, powerful enough that Morgan suspected it would mangle the metal sheets making up the tunnel, enough so that passage though would be more than simply difficult.

As they crawled the last meters, she could hear the rest over the still open comm line, demanding someone drop their weapons, demands that were likely complied with, since she didn’t hear any more weapons discharging.

Janeski lowered Morgan through the opening, using her own armored arm braced against the opening to protect Morgan from the jagged edge on the side she was using, both of them grunting in pain as Morgan dangled from only her good arm while Janeski lowered her using only one arm, and at a rather awkward angle at that.

Dropping the last meter, Morgan stood up, realizing her hands were shaking, and also realizing that it could be any number of things, only one of which was because of who she was about to come face to face with.

Gripping her arm above the bandage with her good hand, she walked out into the suite proper, at first only seeing the backs of the remaining pair of Marines minus Stump, who was up against the wall, her uplink already plugged into a wall terminal.

Moving around them, she found herself facing a desk larger than any bed she’d ever seen, made of wood, real wood, with four guards kneeling in front of it, their arms held in the air. There were a few bodies scattered about, no doubt the other guards who had tried to fight.

Behind the desk was the man she recognized, the man whose face she’d been shown over and over since before she could walk, though this time without the smile he always had, the smile that never seemed to touch his eyes.

She could feel the Marines’ eyes on her, and she knew that they hadn’t said anything yet, to let her be the one to deliver their demands.

Officially this was because she was the only officer present, but she hoped they had really done it because for her this was personal.

Jones was pulling something from her pack, and curious about what it could be, Morgan waited to see what it was before doing anything else.

Let him sweat for a bit before we make our demands. A little fear will do him some good.

After a moment Jones pulled out some clothing, and Morgan recognized it as the coat from her uniform. Jones took two steps to the side to get behind Morgan, and draped it on her shoulders almost like a cape, the metal insignia proclaiming her a commodore glinting under the room’s lights.

A bit theatrical, but it might be useful, she thought. “Samuel Theodore Hill the Sixth,” she said, preparing to deliver the little speech she’d practiced for so long. Before she could, her attention was drawn behind her as a loud thump reached her ears from the adjacent room. She turned on reflex, realizing almost before she turned that it was Janeski. Brief as the moment was, it was still enough of a distraction that her carefully rehearsed speech was gone, crowded out in that moment of inattention by the enormity of everything else that had happened.

Taking a deep breath, feeling the absence of Bateman and Yount, the absence of Behm and the others whose status she was dying to learn, she sighed and set that all aside.

Now wasn’t the time for speeches, or flowery words.

“My name is Commodore Black, and I’m here to demand your surrender and the cessation of hostilities.”


Chapter 16

 

THE COMRADE Father was sweating profusely, despite the room’s cool temperature. For long moments he said nothing, his hands fidgeting with a small crystal plaque that sat on the desk.

“If you think that kidnapping me will do you any good, you are mistaken,” he said at last. “This won’t stop my Navy, and it won’t save your system.” He smiled, definitely a forced one, but Morgan couldn’t help but be impressed he was even managing that much while facing the barrels of multiple rifles. “Besides,” he continued, taking a deep breath, his voice evening out a bit, “you won’t dare hurt me, that would cost you your only bargaining chip and lose you everything.”

“Tell you men to stand down,” Morgan reiterated.

“Or what, the little girl dressed in her daddy’s uniform will slap me? Please, if you are going to make threats, they need to have something to back them up.”

“Tell your men to stand down,” Morgan reiterated, “And tell them that if they don’t this Tunnel Rat is going to show you what your people go through in the mines.” Morgan gave him a smile, doing her best to imitate one of the more intimidating ones she’d seen from the Marines. “I assure you it is entirely survivable, though the experience isn’t particularly pleasant.”

“You, a Rat? Don’t be absurd,” he scoffed. “I’ll admit your accent is surprisingly good, and you look the part for a local… but not a miner. Didn’t do your homework.”

Morgan sucked in a deep breath, taking a moment to center herself before letting her accent drop entirely, suppressing long years of training to blend in, to forget about her origins.

“What about now?” she asked, pushing her voice to almost parody levels of the dialect from her hometown. “Do I sound like a Tunnel Rat now? Tell me, do you think the fact that I grew up as the child of the people you exiled to Pari Passu would make me hate you more, or less than the other miners? How about the fact that you threw them in Shaft One?”

Hill seemed appropriately intimidated by her statement, but there was more there. Underneath the concern there was genuine confusion.

He’s got no idea who I am. No, it is more than that. The idea that any of the essential workers could have been exiled is foreign to him. That doesn’t make sense, he was the one who would have ordered it in the first place.

Morgan turned around, taking in her surroundings, the other rooms.

“You cleared it all?”

“Yes, since these are only the inner rooms there aren’t that many of them, and, well, there he is,” Jones responded.

Morgan nodded, still looking everywhere but at the leader of Hillman.

“Where is your wife, Sam?” Morgan knew being so intentionally informal with him would – should – upset him, but she needed to shake something loose, and she suspected there wasn’t a lot of time left.

“How dare you…”

She cut him off.

“Where’s your wife?”

“She was out shopping if you must know. A good thing too, it spared her your barbaric actions.”

At this time of day? She should have been getting ready for the evening meal. “Get them secured,” she said, gesturing at the men arrayed before her. “Him too. Corporal Stump, get me into the escape tunnel, preferably five minutes ago. As soon as you get them secure get the entrances locked down. Weld them shut if you have to.” I wish we had another shaped charge.

“Ma’am, what is going on?” Bowman asked. He looked confident enough, but Morgan thought she could see a hint of a frown at the corners of his lips.

Wish Yount or Behm was here to take charge? So do I. “This is a distraction. He’s a body double.”

As if punctuating her statement, she felt a slight rumble in the deck beneath her.

That feels like a reactor starting up nearby. Based on how large the craft is it will take at least a few minutes to get up to speed, but we are really cutting this close.

With almost comedic timing, all four Marines swore, then dived into their assigned tasks. For her part, Morgan moved over to the nondescript section of wall she knew concealed the short passage that led to the escape shuttle. She knew there wasn’t any way for her to open it, but she couldn’t help but look anyway. They could have added something in the intervening years, after all.

“Don’t think I don’t see you inching towards those controls,” Janeski said, drawing Morgan’s attention back to the others. She had her sidearm out and pointed at the body double, who did in fact have his hand moved slightly toward the panel inset on the desk all the way to the left side.

“I suppose that is a drawback to a desk designed to show off wealth and status rather than be functional,” she commented. She wanted to yell at him, to hit him, blame him for the deaths they’d suffered getting this far, but for now she’d have to settle for insults and sardonic humor. There will be time to grieve later. Right now I need to make sure this is all worth it. “Stump, how are we looking?” she asked, quietly enough that only the Marines would hear, while Janeski roughly bound the hands of the body double.

“They’ve almost locked me out of the system. I lost all tracking on the other team a few minutes ago, they were most of the way to the control room, by the way, and I’ve almost lost control of the cameras. Before you ask, there is also a jamming field in place, so we can’t get in contact with them via the comms either, though they are strong enough to pierce through for us locally. On the good news front, I was able to borrow a trick of yours, ma’am, and use it to seal the surrounding areas until they can physically cut in.”

“Oh, which trick was that?” Morgan asked, not recalling in the moment what she might be referring to.

“I convinced the emergency systems that those areas are exposed to space, so they locked themselves down in response.”

“That’s useful, though when I did it, I had to physically interface with the systems. Your way seems a bit, uh, cleaner.”

Stump shrugged.

“I can make the computers dance, but if there aren’t already mechanical systems in place to do what I want, there isn’t much to be done. Building something physical gives you a wider range of options.”

Stump frowned and peered more closely at her screens.

“What do we have here? Suitably paranoid, my dear leader, but this time it is going to cost you.”

She tapped away for a bit longer, then shouted in triumph right as an alarm went off in the room, and the lighting dimmed.

“What did you do?” Morgan asked.

“Defense mode. In case of a coup attempt it isolates this area from everything else. I can’t control anything beyond the presidential suite, but they don’t have any access into it either. Also, I can open the escape hatch at any time now.”

Morgan already knew the shuttle’s capacity, thanks to her father’s blueprints, and assuming pilot, engineer, Hill himself, and his wife, that only left room for eight or so guards at most, but that only gave her an upper limit. Still, getting the info out of the other guards would only waste time they didn’t have, so that would have to be enough.

“Wait one,” she ordered Stump, before addressing all four of them. “The escape tunnel leads into the passenger compartment. It is a small shuttle, but it has enough engine power to make for the gate, or for the planet’s surface. Two crew, eight guards on the outside, the crew are likely occupied, but assume they’re armed as well. I don’t think any of his children will be here, the last information was they are all adults with children of their own but check your fire regardless. And no penetrators, we need the shuttle in working order.”

 “Commodore, are you telling Marines how to board an enemy spaceship now?” Jones asked, laughing as she said so.

“I’m not, which is why I’m going to stand over here and watch the prisoners while you do what you do best. I will tell you that the reactor isn’t fully online yet, but it is only a matter of minutes.”

Letting Bowman take charge of their new operation, Morgan did as she’d said she would and walked over to the line of guards, shoved up against a wall to be easier to watch, and to keep any tools or weapons out of reach.

It took her a moment to get her pistol out of its thigh holster with the wrong hand, but she managed.

The guards kept their gaze on the floor, but the body double glared at her.

“We’ll win in the end,” he said, practically spitting at her. Gone was the legendary charm of the Hill family, however superficial and fake it was.

Guess he doesn’t care about the pretense now that I’ve figured it out. Odd that he’s so angry at me, though, it feels like it is personal for him, but I can’t imagine why.

“Hillman has made enemies of almost the entire galaxy at this point. Your fleet wasn’t making much progress against two planets’ Navies, what are you going to do against five, or six of them? What are you going to do…” Morgan cut herself off. She’d almost asked ‘what are you going to do when our fleet arrives here in a couple hours,’ which was a terrible idea. He was powerless, at the moment, but there could still be recording devices in the room Stump hadn’t known about.

Behind her she could hear the sounds of combat, the Marines were making their move. Powerless to help them, she focused on the men before her, and again the body double spoke.

“They will burn your worlds down, and we’ll rebuild on top of the ashes,” he said, somehow sounding confident of that. “We’ll have our revenge.”

“Revenge? For a war you started?”

“For all the people you’ve murdered.”

There it is again, it is personal. He must have lost someone in the fighting. A son in their Navy perhaps? “Finding the right person to blame for your dead is easy. Easier for you than for anyone else. Just look in the mirror, you look exactly like him. I’ve got plenty of people to remember as well, people who would still be here if not for him.”

He didn’t answer, and she stood there, watching them in a silence liberally broken by the sounds of gunfire from the escape tunnel.

“Commodore, you’d better get in here. We’ve got our target secured, but we have a new problem.”

Getting her pistol back into its holster with her left hand was even more awkward than drawing it had been, but she needed her hand free. Grabbing the body double by the front of his extremely expensive-looking shirt, she hauled him to his feet and dragged him with her all the way into the shuttle.

Just in case I’m wrong about him being the double.

The main passenger area of said shuttle was a mess, with guards strewn about where they’d fallen, but she ignored that as best she could, tossing the double into one of the seats.

She also ignored, for the moment, the rumpled looking real Sam Hill and the woman seated next to him and headed to the shuttle’s tiny bridge.

Morgan did notice the look of shock on his face as he looked at her, but figuring what that was about would also have to wait.

“I’m in,” she said.

“Janeski, get the airlock closed,” Bowman ordered.

Morgan was glad to see the bridge was intact, even if the pilot wasn’t.

“What’s wrong?” she said, already suspecting what it was, but hoping she was wrong. Bowman was standing at the rear of the compartment, Jones in the chair. Stump wasn’t in evidence. The obvious guess was that she was back in the engine room.

“The pilot started the launch procedure, and then locked the controls. We can’t stop it. We could try forcibly disabling the shuttle, but that would probably take longer than we have, and be very dangerous if we only manage to partially succeed.”

“Can you tell where we’ll head after launch?”

“I think he was still working on that when we got here. Launch is locked in, a course is not.”

That’s a lot better than it could be. Still a problem. Four Marines and a silly girl who can’t even properly hold her gun at the moment, against whatever is waiting for us when we land. Even with hostages, with those odds they’ll risk attacking. “Timetable for the Victory’s arrival?”

Bowman grimaced.

“Still an hour, assuming no delays.”

Gesturing for Jones to vacate the chair, Morgan pored over the displays, searching for a good option.

“Original plan was to head into the black, avoid everyone until reinforcements arrived, yes?” Bowman asked. “Can we still manage that?”

Morgan tapped the indicators showing the ship’s fuel supplies.

“We can’t risk it, they let the fuel tanks get too low, or maybe they kept them low, to make sure the shuttle would have to stay in orbit or land somewhere.”

“Make for the middle of nowhere then? Avoid all the settlements?”

Shaking her head, Morgan threw in a scowl for good measure.

“No, there is no way they wouldn’t track us, and off on our own we’d be too tempting a target. Settlements are a bad option as well, our ‘passenger’ is the closest thing most of these people have to a deity, even if a lot of them hate him.”

“You have a better option?”

A feeling of peace settled over Morgan as she realized she did, one place that would provide them cover and a group of reinforcements that absolutely wouldn’t be willing to betray their fellow miners to help the Comrade Father.

“Actually, I do. I even know the coordinates and terrain by heart.”

Morgan settled back against the chair, taking the time to further familiarize herself with the controls.

“Looks like we still have a few minutes before the preprogrammed launch. Get our three guests secured, and gather anything useful together – food, water, and especially weapons.”

“We’re not running so low on ammo that we’d need to use theirs, Commodore,” Bowman pointed out. “And carrying extra weapons will really slow us down. Our armor will help some, and you’re from here, but the high gravity is going to be a major concern, especially if we end up needing to hold out for any length of time.”

“The weapons aren’t for us, Sergeant, don’t worry. Oh, and Jones, before you head back, could you please give me the rest of my uniform?”

***

No one tried to contact them or communicate with them in any way until they were already making their descent into the atmosphere. It was audio only, distorted by the ship’s passage down to the surface.

Morgan hadn’t dared hope they’d know what had happened to the diversion team until it was all over, but to her relief and surprise it was Behm, his voice recognizable despite being rough, presumably from injury and exhaustion.

“They’re still fighting us for control of the coms, so I’ll be brief. We secured the control center, but we took casualties. For now, our threat to render the station uninhabitable is keeping them out, but I don’t think we would last long if they gave us a serious push.

We do have control of the station’s weapons, or rather, we’ve forced them to disable them themselves to keep us from using them, so you don’t need to worry about…”

The connection severed mid-sentence, no doubt because they’d lost control over that system, however temporarily.

“They’ll make it,” Bowman said with a wan smile. “Station security won’t be eager to try anything – from their point of view the ‘bad guys’ are surrounded without hope of reinforcements or even resupply. Well before they get impatient enough to rush in the Victory will be here.

Morgan didn’t point out that he hadn’t commented about who the casualties they’d already taken might have been, but then, she was avoiding that topic as much as he surely was.

It had been decades since the landing pads near each of the town’s main shafts had been used; that was the whole point of her daddy’s train system, after all, but the pads were still there, and almost entirely free of the local moss. Materials that could stand up to the rocket thrust of loaded cargo shuttles escaping a gravity well twice that of Earth wouldn’t even notice the attempts of plants to dig through them.

Surprisingly, the coordinates had been in the escape shuttle’s computer, along with what looked like every other mining town on the planet, no doubt uploaded to all the shuttles as a package deal to make updates easier. She did know where she was going, but having that in the computer meant she was able to use the autopilot instead of piloting the ship herself.

Morgan had never seen Pari Passu from the air before, but she still recognized it from far above, the walls, the buildings, and the paths as familiar to her as they’d been the day she’d fled.

Including Shaft One, a ways past the main settlement.

Their landing wasn’t subtle, and there were a number of Tinnys waiting for them beyond the fence surrounding the pad, but they were only armed with batons, and the moment the armed Marines appeared and demanded it, they surrendered. They left them on the landing pad tied hand and foot, but otherwise unharmed.

Leaving Janeski to guard the shuttle, or rather to guard the prisoners, since the Tinnys would not have anything that could penetrate the shuttle with its ramp closed, the four of them set off into the shaft itself. The shaft’s fifteen-meter walls, razor wire glinting on top, was as intimidating as it had been the last time she’d seen them, but the gate had been opened by the Tinnys, so it provided no obstacle to them at all.

The guards inside that wall had seen what had happened to their fellows, but they weren’t armed with anything more than batons either. The one brave soul – foolish was perhaps the better descriptor – who had tried to hide to the side of the gate to ambush them caught a rifle butt to the chest for his troubles. After that the others laid down their weapons quietly.

They’d arrived during the evening feeding time, and the majority of the area inside the wall was filled with the prisoners, the poor souls who had been sent here to work in the mine until they inevitably, inexorably, perished.

Before the Marines could restrain the Tinnys the prisoners were upon them, roughly hauling them up and shoving them into a cage that Morgan suspected was used to display troublemakers as a warning to the rest. For all that she’d lived here, she’d never actually seen the inside of Shaft One’s walls before.

Holding up her arm to get the prisoners’ attention, Morgan set her uplink to amplify her words and called out to them.

“We have come to free you, but we also need your help. I don’t know how much you’ve heard, but the so-called essential workers started a war with another star system because they wanted their planets and wealth. We are here to force them to stop, force them to free all the miners. We have on our ship someone who can force them to do this, but we have to keep him away from the Tinnys until our friends arrive, which should be soon.”

“Why should we trust you?” someone called out.

“You’re one of them, whatever you’re wearing,” another bellowed.

“I know what I look like,” Morgan said, once she’d gotten them to quiet down again. “I know, but I grew up right here, in Pari Passu. There is someone here who knows this. Where are Sam and Rachel? They were essentials, but they were sent to Shaft One years ago.”

There was some murmuring as the prisoners talked one with the other, enough overlapping conversations that she couldn’t make out any specific one, though they didn’t seem to be angry with her.

“They’re in the machine room,” someone yelled, repeating himself to be heard over the din.

“We’ll get them, stay where you are, we still don’t trust you.”

Several of the largest men came forward, picking up the dropped batons, necessary as that part of the mine was sure to still have a few Tinnys guarding it, men who wouldn’t have known about what was going on above yet.

Morgan tried to keep her reassuring smile in place, tried to be as relaxed and nonthreatening as she could. They needed these people’s help, but beyond that, it would be an absolute tragedy if they were forced to hurt any of them, now when they’d finally been freed.

She tried, but it was so hard.

She’d been waiting for this moment for years, but until she’d gotten that confirmation that they were there, that they were alive, she’d feared deep down where she’d dared not look that they were dead, that they’d been executed for helping her free, or that they’d been used up by the penal mine like so many before them.

It was only a few minutes of waiting – the machinery was kept in the uppermost part of the mine, after all, holding the equipment that was more valuable than the miners themselves – but it felt like an eternity to Morgan, each second passing slower than the previous.

Through their comm implants, Bowman contacted her on a private channel, just the two of them.

“I don’t want to doubt you, Commodore, but you didn’t bring us here only to free your parents, did you?”

Most officers would probably have been angry that he’d even asked, but Morgan knew how it looked, and knew she was in the right regardless.

“No, Sergeant, this truly is the best place we could have landed. Look around you. All of these prisoners were sent here to die by the government of Hillman, for political crimes or petty things like embarrassing one of the leaders. We can be absolutely sure none of these people will betray us, not when we’re offering them freedom and a chance to help bring down the essential workers. Not to mention the fact that we probably have every town and village represented here, or nearly. That will be helpful on its own as we try to negotiate or rebuild after we get that surrender.”

Bowman might have answered, he might not have. Morgan wouldn’t have noticed either way, as that was when the crowd parted, and she could see them. Daddy was walking with a cane, but he was walking unbent, if with far whiter hair than she remembered. Momma’s face had more lines than in her memories, more worry etched in it, but her eyes were the same kind ones she knew so well.

Throwing any pretense of stoicism or decorum to the wind, Morgan rushed forward.

“Momma, Daddy!” she exclaimed, almost bowling them over as she embraced them. Indeed, Morgan pulled back as she realized she would have knocked them over if not for the other prisoners behind them supporting them and almost holding them up. They’re so frail. What has this place done to them?

“Morgan?” Momma said, her eyes suddenly brimming with tears, as she returned the hug, knocking the wind out of her a bit because frail meant something a little different when you were dealing with heavy-worlders.

“Baby, why are you here? We wanted you to be safe,” Daddy said, but he was crying too, looking happier than she’d ever seen him.

“I’m here to get you,” Morgan said simply. “I’m here to tear it all down.”

She took a deep breath, the smell of the mine and the moss filling her lungs bringing her joy, despite the pungent smell of unwashed miners that went with it.

“I’m home. Please don’t worry, I’m not here without a plan.” Morgan couldn’t help but smile, thinking back to her last conversations with her daddy, before adding, “I have faith it will turn out all right.”

Straightening up, she addressed the surrounding prisoners.

“The shuttle has some medical equipment. Get your worst injured together, we’ll do what we can.” Morgan then addressed the Marines. “Corporal, I’m taking my parents back to the shuttle, we’re going to start with them while they gather the others. It will take them some time to get them up to the surface. Let them carry the wounded out to the shuttle, I don’t want to split your remaining forces up any more than they already are.”

“You did say we can trust them, Commodore,” Bowman pointed out.

“Trust, yes, but not blindly. There are also the guards at the village to be worried about. Charging a lone Marine with batons would still be suicide, but better to avoid them trying in the first place.”

The trio walked in silence the few hundred meters to the shuttle, not because Morgan couldn’t think of anything to say, but because there was so much, she didn’t know where to start.

All she could manage, almost overwhelming in its own right, was to take each of them by the hand, walking between them as if she were a little girl again.

Momma, on her right, had to hold the offered hand very lightly, still bandaged from earlier, but that was all right. She could still feel the hand in hers, still know she was there.

Janeski was standing at the top of the lowered shuttle ramp, turned so she could keep an eye on the tied up Tinnys below as well as their ‘guests’ inside. She nodded as they passed her, sparing Morgan the need to let go so she could return a salute.

We should move the prisoners outside; the gravity will be enough to keep them from trying anything without us needing to lift a finger. That it would be a small taste of what we all suffered down here is simply a bonus.

As they entered the ship, and they could see Sam Hill and he them, the captured leader burst into a deep laughter.

“You come for me, and then come here? You’ve given me such a gift, little girl. Now no one will object when I have the entire town destroyed, and all those bothersome ingrateful miners along with it.

“Or maybe I’ll recapture you all, have public executions in every town and city.”

“Bold words from the prisoner,” Morgan pointed out, trying not to raise to his bait. “The consequences of your actions are almost upon you, and still you are breathing out threatenings and slaughter against your own people, those you should have protected and nurtured.”

Hill grumbled at her words but was back to speaking a few moments later.

“I see you’ve studied. You I won’t let speak before you’re executed. Too dangerous. But then, I should have never let you be born in the first place.”

“Ah yes, your famous mercy,” Daddy said, without any of the bitterness Morgan would have assumed he felt tinging the words. “You could argue it the other way, that if you had listened to me in the first place we wouldn’t be here, wouldn’t have needed to attack another planet to get the things you think you need. The specifics are different, but if you had killed me, killed us, you’d still have found yourself somewhere like this, defeated in a war of folly.”

“I have nothing to say to you, traitor,” Hill spat. “Anyone else I would have killed and slept like a babe afterwards. What of you, woman, don’t you have anything else to say? Thank me for my misplaced compassion, perhaps?”

“Anything I had to say to you, brother, I said when you cut me out of the family like I was little more than a weed.”

“What!” Morgan shouted, unable to contain herself. She’d been content to let her parents speak, they had more history with him than she did, and had had decades to think on what they might say, but if she took what her momma said at face value…

“That’s right, little girl,” Hill said with another dark laugh. “A fine little impromptu family reunion you’ve managed to arrange here. The last, I’m afraid.”

“Perhaps,” Morgan said, fighting to keep her voice level. “If you surrender, and stand down your Navy, negotiating a result that doesn’t see you executed for war crimes is likely, I think. Albion will have to make concessions somewhere, after all.”

“Surrender? To, what, four Marines and a little girl playing dress up?”

As it occurred, the timing of this statement felt too perfect to be mere coincidence, but Morgan verified later that it was in fact exactly on their existing schedule.

Divine intervention or happenstance, it didn’t matter. At that moment the shuttle’s communication system came to life, broadcasting a message sent out on Hillman’s own emergency channel, no doubt heard in at least one place in every town, ship, and mine across the planet.

“This is Admiral Raje of the HMS Victory Carrier Group. Your forces in orbit have been dealt with, and we have Hill Station dead to rights. We also have the Comrade Father at our mercy. Surrender unconditionally and we can avoid any further loss of life. You have twenty minutes to comply.”

The silence after the line shut off was complete, and deafening.

“I told you, we had a plan,” Morgan said.

 

THE END

 

MORGAN WILL RETURN IN ‘DAGGER IN THE BLACK’
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