
The Assassin’s Duet, Book One

A Blade in the Hand

An Unborn Space Opera

––––––––
[image: image]


C.L. Roman

Copyright © 2024 C.L. Roman

Brass Rag Press

All rights reserved.

Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

A Note From the Author:

Author Bio

Other books by C.L. Roman

C.L. Roman Writing as Leigh Roman

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One
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Deep Space: Command Deck, Blue Venture 

Tessa leaned back in her gel-chair and stared out the Venture's front viewport at a starfield that, for once, contained no known threats. 

"You think that's it, then?" Captain Valeria Demyanov, owner of the Venture, asked. She gestured toward the unlimited, star-flecked darkness. "We killed them?"

"From what I hear, Jordan had that honor," Tessa said. "But yes. I think HiveZ is done. Nothing could have survived a direct hit from the Eagle's canons, not even a nearly indestructible, homicidal cyber-droid." 

"What about Reapers?" Tamar asked from her seat at the navigation console. "There were many, and they could be making more."

A premonitory tingle danced up the back of Tessa's neck, but she shrugged it off. "As far as we know, we got most of them on Bainar."

"Except the ones Jordan stole," Val said.

"True," Tessa said. "But Jordan may be an opportunistic pirate, but he's no mass murderer. And since he used them to take over the Revenge, I think we can safely assume he reprogrammed them."

"I am speaking of Reapers on Josan. Jordan did not reprogram those," Tamar said. 

"OK. But the Josani are pretty sure they destroyed the ones there. And even if they didn't, without HiveZ to direct them, they'll probably go dormant." Again, Tessa pushed aside the flicker of unease. "Until they surface, there isn't much we can do either way. Looking for them would be like searching for a spec of stardust in the heart of the sun."

Silence greeted her statement, and after a moment, Tessa nodded to Val and left the bridge. 

She knew what Tamar was getting at, but there wasn't much she could do about it at this point. And there were other things grabbing at her attention. As she headed for her cabin, Val's question so many weeks before haunted Tessa.

"What are you going to do when you don't have HiveZ to hunt anymore?" 

Tessa hadn't had an answer then, and none came to her now. But it wasn't for lack of thinking about it. 

A week after the last human refugee found a new home on Bainar, Tessa still wasn't sure of her next steps. Not that she was complaining, but without HiveZ, her enemy for more decades than she cared to recall, she wasn't sure what to do with herself. 

For Val and her crew, the question of next steps was easy to answer. Gaia had already provided them with a number of hard-to-get permits and licenses that would help them create a profitable interstellar trade business. The subsequent trip to Lura4 with a cargo of Hifaesian port wine promised a high profit and low risk. In a word, things had become a little too safe, leaving Tessa restless and slightly bored. She knew it bordered on crazy to feel that way, but she couldn't shake it.

As she entered her quarters, an alert chimed on her mindlink. 

"Tessa?" Alex, ship's communication officer and Val's significant other, sounded puzzled. "We got a ship coming up fast on the starboard side."

Spinning on her heel, Tessa was running back the way she'd come as she answered. "Pirates?"

"Sort of, but that might not be the most pertinent detail right now. They're hailing us on Gaia's private frequency. Super encrypted."

"This isn't my ship, Alex. Why are you telling me this?" Impatience colored her response. Mention of Gaia always made her tense. 

"Because Captain Caravaggio is asking for you personally."

Tessa slowed to a walk. "Magnus? He got out then. That's great!"

"Yeah, I guess. Thing is, and since we're headed to Lura4 anyway, he wants us to meet him in Quoros. Says he has intel he can only give to you, and only in person."

"That's..." She trailed off, thinking it through. "Why is he being so cagey?" She whispered the question, but Alex heard anyway.

"I think it's a pirate tradition, or something."

A surprised laugh bubbled from her throat. "Yeah, probably. Our cargo is supposed to be delivered to Tang-Lia space port. Does Val have any objection to a side trip?"

"No. A stop on Quoros won't even put us behind. Besides, we can ask around for news about Jordan and the Revenge, like Gaia asked us to do."

Tessa rolled her eyes. "Is she really going to try to take the ship back? He did take out HiveZ."

"He just delivered the coup de grâce. That's your kill, Tessa."

"Dead is dead, Alex. But thanks." She cut the connection and turned back to her cabin, thinking over what she knew of Magnus Caravaggio. 

The man was an acquaintance of Jordan's, which didn't do him a lot of credit, since Jordan was the very privateer who had accidentally freed HiveZ, and almost died in the process. 

Still, Magnus had stepped up when enemies attacked the Venture on Josan. Without his help, they might not have caught up with the Eagle in time to save it from HiveZ. 

She'd only met the man once, but he'd made a favorable impression. Best see what he knew.
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Lura4: Quoros City

Atah Totepe drew the hood of her tunic closer around her face, leaving only her eyes gleaming from its camouflaging depths. Made of Miraza cloth, it blended perfectly with whatever surroundings the wearer entered, making them all but invisible. 

It was one of the three most expensive fabrics in the galaxy, but it had saved her life more times than she could count. So, she figured it was worth the effort it had cost to steal two bolts of the material from the main warehouse on Tankrine. 

Losing two of her suits to that pseudo-human, Tessa Graham, still made Atah grind her teeth. Getting them back would almost make killing Tessa worthwhile all on its own.

Of course, the money wouldn't hurt either. 

Edging further into the shadows, Atah watched as Tessa and her Cornusian buddy, Rakan, threaded through the thinning crowd. Where the hell were they going?

Two turns and three streets later, she realized the answer and cursed silently. Gizelle's Mark might be the most popular tavern in the sector, but Atah wasn't a fan. Having the owner come close to killing you tended to have that effect.

Not to mention the fact that, if Gizelle caught Atah in her place, a second attempt was a certainty.

Atah let out a low stream of curses, startling a passerby into dropping her shopping bag on the cobblestones. The woman stared warily into the dark as she slowly gathered her purchases. "Who is there?" she asked. 

"No one you want to meet," Atah said, deliberately lowering her voice to a menacing growl. 

The woman shot to her feet, abandoned the half-full bag, and ran down the street. "Ghosts!" she yelped. "Demons!" 

"Worse than that," Atah whispered.

People stared at the woman, but no one noticed Atah. 

Just the way she liked it. 

She moved through the sparse crowd like smoke on a mirror, causing more than one person to shiver as she passed by. 

By the time she reached the tavern's back door, she was in much better humor.

Seeing Rakan at the bar made her frown. Watching Tessa sit down across from a handsome, all too familiar, man as Gizelle moved away from their table sent her mood plunging into the abyss.

Why the hell is she meeting with Magnus Caravaggio, of all people?

Tessa's back was to her, but she had a good view of Magnus's face. Whatever he was saying, it wasn't happy news. Tension filled his normally laconic features, and his fingers strayed frequently to the blaster on his hip. Not as if he planned to use it, more was the pity, but as if he wanted to assure himself that it was there if he needed it. After a bit more conversation, he relaxed, and a decidedly wicked gleam appeared in his eyes. 

A moment later, Tessa stood and tossed something onto the table. Magnus followed her to where Rakan waited.

Certain that they were leaving, and cursing the fact that Magnus looked to be going with them, Atah backed out the rear door and sprinted around the building. 

She'd planned to take Tessa out here, but she hadn't built her currently sterling reputation by taking unnecessary risks. Being outnumbered three to one, with the main target being an android with a human soul, didn't provide decent odds of success. 

In fact, it would probably get her killed. So attacking now wasn't an option. She needed to get a tracker on their ship and wait for a better opportunity.

She tracked Tessa and her companions through the town to the dilapidated, minuscule excuse for a spaceport and watched as they boarded the light cruiser. "The Venture," Atah mused. "So Demyanov didn't toss her off after our little altercation. Interesting."

She waited until they cleared the brow and moved in. Keeping to the shadows, she slapped a tracker onto the fuselage. The bug-like, tiny robot pressed all six legs against the hull and emitted a faint, high-pitched whine as they bored into the metal. 

Before it finished, Atah was already walking away. Several berths over, she entered the Splinter, a tiny, personal yacht she'd had upgraded for speed and weaponry. 

Completely automated, the ship was perfect for a single occupant, and had the weapons capacity of a much larger vessel. She wouldn't likely win against a frigate, but it would be a close fight.

Against a light cruiser like the Blue Venture, she'd be lucky to escape in one piece, even with her modifications. 

Atah flung herself into the captain's chair and scowled at the forward viewscreen as she addressed the ship’s DEVA. "Bex. Full field of view, and monitor. If anyone leaves the Venture, let me know immediately."

"As you wish, Ma'am." Bex responded, her voice smoothly mechanical. Like most digitally enhanced virtual assistants, she was embedded into the ship's control system. In effect, the Splinter was her body.

Leaning back, Atah stretched the gel chair into its flattest configuration and stared at the ceiling. 

When Saracen hired her for this job, Atah hadn’t expected it to take this long, or be this challenging. If, as she suspected, Magnus had warned Tessa that someone was after her, getting the pseudo-human alone was going to be even harder. Still necessary though, if Atah didn't want a lot of uncompensated work on her hands. 

"Makes sense that he'd warn her," Atah said aloud. "Given his ridiculous sense of honor."

"I'm sorry, Ma'am. Is there an instruction?" Bex asked.

"No, just thinking out loud. Disregard."

"Very well Ma'am."

"But exactly what did he warn her about? Does he know Saracen put a bounty on Graham’s head? If so, who told him?" She thought that over. "Bex? Status on Phyleda Saracen, former mayor, Humlaga, Josan."

"A brief scan of Josani news reports reveals that Mayor Saracen is deceased. Murdered by the nanocyte horde, HiveZ,” Bex replied. “She is buried on Bainar outside the human settlement, Solara."

A cold rush of panic coursed through Atah's veins. She needed that bounty, damn-it. If Saracen was dead though... "Bex, check status of job 664. Is the bounty still in play?" 

"Full payment is still available for Job 664. Proof of target death required. Updated job description available in file."

"Well, that's a relief." She let out a low whistle. "But talk about vindictive. Set it up so that Graham stays a target, no matter what." 

She pulled the job specs up on her airscreen and saw that the updated version bore no mention of any target other than Tessa Graham. 

She grimaced. "But not vindictive enough to keep a price on anyone else's head. That's disappointing. It’s still a healthy bounty, though." Visions of deep purple waters under a lavender sky beckoned. "The sooner I collect it, the sooner I can take a long vacation. But how do I get to her?" She thought it over for several minutes and then her lips tilted up in a malicious grin.

"Got it. She fancies herself some kind of savior. Went up against HiveZ to save humankind, killed it. But what if it isn't really dead? Yeah, that'd bring her out of the dark, sure enough." Humming softly under her breath, Atah opened several commlinks and spent the next few minutes bouncing a message from one receiver to the next. "Nothing direct, and I can't be sure she wouldn't stop off somewhere. Refuel, pack on extra weaponry. If I was fighting something that hard to kill, I'd want backup. I could meet them there, but safer to follow," she mused. 

Finally, she sat back, satisfied. "Bex? I'm going to take a rest. Let me know if the Venture launches."

"Acknowledged. Sleep well, Captain."

Still thinking out loud, she made her way to her cabin. "If she stops along the way, I could lose her. Ship tenders might find the tracker, or it could just get scraped off on landing. No, better to follow, just in case. Use the tracker as a backup. Wherever this goes down, it's going to take some care to keep from getting caught." Atah laid down, closed her eyes, and started planning. 
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Chapter Two
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Quoros: Gizelle’s Mark

Magnus ran a calloused hand over his bristly head and frowned. He'd been comfortably bald for the last decade on Josan, but now he needed to change up his look, with all the fuss and bother that entailed, to avoid certain potentially uncomfortable encounters. 

Getting out of the game by setting up a covert-but-technically-legal shop on Josan was one of the best things he'd ever done. Having it taken from him by assassins, even if he wasn't the target, was irritating as hell.

Profitable, safe, and comfortable, Cara Valley had provided everything he needed without all the running and dodging inherent in the life of a working privateer. But now, through no fault of his own, he was forced back into the fray.

Well, not all the way in, perhaps. This job covering Tessa Graham's ass could lead to better, less hazardous things if he rolled the dice just so. Plus, the woman was a looker. Might be a bit of a side benefit there. 

He picked up his tankard and took in his surroundings over the rim. Gizelle's Mark was a known safe-haven for privateers and pirates alike. Ancient plank floors with tiny gaps to let the spilled ale run through. Darkened windows to block prying eyes from seeing inside. Comfortably dim lighting as a screen from nosy persons inside. 

Plus, they brewed the best ale in the quadrant and the perfectly seasoned menu offered enough variety to suit a range of clientele. It was no wonder the place made Gizelle wealthy enough to keep three households, each with its own resident paramour. Given the woman's charm and reputation, it was even less of a surprise that none of them squawked about the lack of exclusivity. 

A bruiser in a black coat and high boots strolled in and took a table in the far corner. Magnus watched without concern as the woman beckoned a waitress. Only just past sundown, and the place was already at capacity. 

At a table across the room, a Lacertilian exchanged bets over cards against an Aderinian and a Lesser Daemon. The Lacertilian's tail curled and uncurled irritably, from which Magnus inferred that the lizard-guy was probably losing. He glanced in the bouncer's direction and saw that he'd noted the agitation. Due attention was being paid. 

The only law in The Mark was, you don't make trouble. And everyone knew Gizelle enforced the rule with impartial precision. Start something in her place, and Gizelle's people would end it. Often permanently.

"So, Magnus, haven't seen you in years. You doing well?" Gizelle materialized at the table as if by magic. Every strand of brilliant red hair gleamed in elegant harmony; strands of pearls woven through the intricate braids. He took in the still-smooth skin of palest lavender complimented by intense blue eyes, and smiled a greeting.

"You haven't changed a bit, my love. How is that possible?" He gestured to the chair across the table, and she obligingly took a seat. 

He'd always appreciated Gizelle's charms, had even enjoyed a night or two in her company. The added edge of knowing that every pearl hid a poison dart, and that the lady's perfectly fitted gown somehow concealed several daggers, hadn't dampened his desire either. Knowing that she'd never give up her other lovers had created a bit of friction, but they'd parted friends before either got too chafed. 

"Love?" She breathed a laugh. "It was never love, though the lust was beyond decent. I heard you had a nice setup over Josan way. What brings you here?"

"Besides your enchanting presence?"

She rolled her eyes, and it was his turn to laugh. 

"Oh, Cara Valley was a nice setup, no doubt," he said. "Until it wasn't."

"And what led to the 'wasn't'?"

"Same as always. Someone got miffed, called in the regulars, and there went my security deposit. You know how it goes."

She tilted her head to the side with a sympathetic grimace. "I do. I'm sorry you lost your place."

"Yeah, me too. I'm on the mend, though. Meeting my next job here."

"Are you? Well, then, when they arrive, I'll push off. Meantime, why don't we have a drink to old times? On me?"

"With pleasure."

She gestured, and a barmaid hurried over with a tray.
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Tessa could feel Rakan's presence behind her as clearly as she felt the rustle and drape of her Andorran leather duster. Though she'd pretended irritation, she appreciated the concern that had prompted his insistence on coming along. 

"You don't really know this guy, Tessa. He could be after some kind of bounty. That Atah bitch probably ain't given up, either."

He wasn’t wrong. Atah’s previous attack was almost successful. Tessa didn’t like thinking about how close she came to losing Val and the others to an assassination attempt meant for her.

"The only person with a lethal grudge, along with the money to back it up, is dead. Which means I am no longer a target."

"If that person was Saracen, sure. If not...” Rakan rubbed a paw along his jawline. “It ain’t something we can be sure of. Look, you don’t have eyes in the back of your head. Not a bad idea to have a second gun with you, is all I'm saying." Rakan had crossed his arms and stood his ground until she'd given in. 

Now, approaching Gizelle's Mark, she was glad he was with her. He was good company, at least. Especially since she didn't know exactly what she was walking into. 

The bar was typical of its type, though cleaner and better outfitted than most. Here the dim lighting and dusty floor looked purposeful rather than neglected. Tonight, the place was full, too. Every table occupied. 

It took her a second to realize Magnus was already there. The hair threw her slightly, but it was his companion that nearly stopped her. This wasn't Yolanda, but there were similarities. Did the man have a thing for red-heads or was this a coincidence?

Putting the thought aside, she crossed the room.

The woman sitting with Magnus rose gracefully to her feet. "I enjoyed catching up, old friend. Let me know next time you come into town. I'll arrange proper..." She stopped and raised an eyebrow as Tessa reached the table. "Accommodations...for you."

"I appreciate it, Gizelle. Thanks for the drink and the company." Magnus turned his amused gaze to Tessa as Gizelle drifted away. "Tessa. Thank you for meeting me. Rakan. Good to see you again."

Rakan growled a greeting as Tessa sat down. "I'm gonna go sit at the bar. Call if you need me," he said, and stalked off. 

"He's a bit grumpy," Magnus said.

"He thinks you might be after some kind of bounty." Tessa watched his face for a reaction.

Magnus laughed. "He thinks I'm a bounty hunter? That's funny, that is."

"Oh? After Atah's little soirée on the Venture, can you blame him?"

"No, not at all." Sobering, Magnus leaned forward. "In fact, that's why I'm here."

Eyebrows arching high, Tessa kept her hands under the table where she could keep the changes to them hidden. "So, there is a bounty on me? And you're after it?"

"No, no. Well, that's half right."

"Which half?"

"Let's just say there's reason to be concerned, though not about me. Turns out Atah wasn't after the Venture at all, or anyone on it. She was hired specifically to kill you."

"What? By who?" Thinking she already knew the answer to that one, Tessa let her hands revert to normal and signaled the waitress for a drink. 

"Phyleda Saracen."

Tessa relaxed slightly, and enjoyed the light buzz of being right about her enemy. "Well, that's a relief. With Saracen dead, that ought to end that." Just like she’d told Rakan. She was going to enjoy the look on his face when she told him. 

"Not as much as you might think. Saracen set up a sort of insurance policy with an interstellar bank. Atah is the beneficiary if she fulfills the terms of the contract."

The waitress hustled up and set a mug of frothy ale on the table. 

Shock fizzing through her, Tessa didn't even turn her head. "You have got to be kidding me."

"I wish I were. But I'm not. This info comes straight from Queller. He's grateful for what you did for Solara. When he found out about the bounty, he hired me to watch your back."

"I don't need anyone watching my anything. Already got plenty of that on the Venture." Tessa took a swig of her ale and set it back on the table with a look of surprise. "That's... really good." 

"Yeah, Gizelle has a way with brewing." He emptied his own drink. "I’ve seen you operate. Under normal circumstances, I'd agree with you about not needing help. But having an assassin on your tail isn't normal."

She turned back to him. "So, you're supposed to be what? My bodyguard?"

"I know, it sounds weird but, as Queller pointed out, no one is unkillable, even you. And if anyone could figure out how, it's Atah Totepe."

"Oh yeah? What’s so special about her?" 

"Other than being the single most successful killer-for-hire in the galaxy, you mean? Well, there's the fact that she's never been caught. And people have tried, believe me."

"OK, but I could say the same."

"True, but you aren't an assassin, and you have a nanocyte body, which puts you in a bit of a different category. Apparently Atah is human, or at least humanoid, and she's never gotten so much as a scratch on a mission. Nor has she ever failed to take down her mark and collect her reward."

"Anyone who uses a team could probably have similar stats."

"That's debatable. And she rarely uses a team. I'm thinking she changed her methods for the Venture job because of the number of kills she was after."

Tessa went still, her hand on the tankard. "You said she was only after me."

"You were the primary target. Queller says Saracen was willing to pay extra for each member of the Venture's crew they took out, but only if there was video evidence to back it up. She wanted to see you die, Tessa."

"Saracen blamed me for her son's death. And she was the most vindictive, entitled person I've ever met. So, that makes a weird kind of sense, I guess."

"Point is, Atah is coming for you and anyone who gets in the way is in danger. The fact that she's no longer getting paid for the others won't stop her from killing them."

"That would include you, wouldn't it? Why are you willing to risk your life for mine?"

"I've been a bodyguard before. Pay isn't bad, and the work can be interesting," he said. 

She didn't reply but met his gaze steadily, waiting. Meeting her stare, he didn't look away as he continued. "Fine. Mainly? I owe you. You bought me time to get my people out before the Josani security forces arrived. A lot of folks would've lost their freedom if I didn't have advance warning."

"It would've been poor payment for your help if I let you or yours suffer in something that wasn't even your fight. What's the other reason?"

"Other reason?"

"You said 'mainly,' implying there's something else."

He gave her a slow, sexy grin. "Let's just say I'd hate to see a woman as gorgeous as you get dead." 

She snorted. "You're going to sign on to risk your life because you think I'm cute?"

He lifted his tankard and gave her a smoldering look over the rim. "Didn't say anything about cute. Cute is for kittens and babies. Neither of which applies to you."

A lick of heat curled in Tessa's abdomen, quickly squashed, but there all the same, leaving her at a momentary loss for words. Finally, she stood and tossed several credits on the table. 

"Right. You're in, at least until we can get the situation with Atah sorted. You got a ship here, or will you need a bunk on the Venture?"

Magnus stood when she did. "I stashed the Oracle with a buddy of mine here. Guarantee me a ride back when this is all over?"

"Not having a ship of my own, I can't make that promise. But we can talk to Val. Her being your ride might give you an incentive to keep her alive, too."

He tossed her a pained look as he followed her to the bar. "Now, was that necessary? You make me sound way more mercenary than I am."

"Who's a mercenary?" Rakan asked, the points of his ears quivering. 

"Depends on your definition," Magnus said. "Myself, I prefer the term ‘bodyguard.’"

Rakan's eyes widened, and his mouth dropped open in a toothy grin. "You're gonna be Tessa's bodyguard? Got your work cut out there, partner."

"I wouldn't say no to some help," Magnus said, holding out his hand to be enclosed in Rakan's lightly furred paw.

"Knock it off, both of you," Tessa mumbled, and strode out of the bar, leaving them to follow or not, as they would. 
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Chapter Three
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Lura4: Quoros Spaceport

Val stood in the Venture's cargo hold, checking off the crates of Hifaestian Port as they were off-loaded. Gaia's gift of a special permit to sell the light, fruity wine had been a welcome reward for their help taking out HiveZ. The market for the highly prized beverage was expensive to get into, but worth every penny once you did. 

Finding a buyer had been easy, even after Tessa said she needed to go to Quoros to meet Magnus. The client agreed to meet Val there without protest.

Watching the stevedores guide their cargo-levs to the transports, she shook her head. In her academy days, becoming an interstellar merchant hadn't figured into her life plan at all. Yet, here she was, and happy to have no one shooting at her for once.

She looked over as Alex came out of the OPT. "Hello, love. Did Irina go down for her nap?"

He grinned at her. "Three readings of Space Spider Bee later, yeah." The grin faded. "Val, I just received a message from Fleet."

At the same moment, Tamar turned to her from speaking with the dock foreman. "That is last of exports, Captain," she said.

"Thanks. Anything from Tessa?" Val asked.

"She and Rakan are on their way back," Tamar replied. 

"Good." Val swiped her airscreen away and went to join Alex. "Get ready for launch. I have a feeling this message is going to change our plans."

"Of course." Tamar moved quickly, securing the cargo bay.

Val and Alex entered the OPT together. "What does Fleet want this time? Are they tired of the new-and-improved Jason already?" she asked, referring to the android doppelganger they'd replaced the corrupt Fleet president with a few weeks before. 

"No. He and Belinda are working to hold new elections, all according to plan. This is..." He trailed off, giving her a worried look. 

"What, Alex? Just spit it out."

"There's been a message about a fleet."

"You just said that. What is the message?"

"No, I mean, Belinda has reason to believe another fleet might still be out there. The British Royal Space Colony."

On the point of leaving the OPT, Val stopped and faced him. "No one has heard from the BRSC in hundreds of years."

He shrugged. "You could say the same about the Russians until we found them. Neither have we, really, if you think about it. The U.S. Fleet hasn't had contact with any other humans since the Earth evacuation almost a thousand years ago. They probably thought we were all dead, too."

They moved up the corridor together. "Ok, so what do they want?"

"Well, that's just it. The intel isn't direct from the Brits."

She stared at him. "Maybe you better start from the beginning."

"OK, so about a week ago, about the same time Jordan was blowing HiveZ across the cosmos, Belinda arrived back at Fleet."

"Jason invited her."

"As planned, right? So, a few days later, they get a merchant ship in with a cargo of Drum Pasties, among other things."

"What are those?"

"Apparently a frozen meat pie. "

"A pie made of meat?" Val shivered in revulsion. "Sounds disgusting."

"They're actually pretty tasty, according to Belinda's source. Made from an ancient recipe from someplace called Cornwall in the old U.K. on Earth."

Val looked at him. He was practically drooling. "You didn't seriously come down to the cargo bay in person to tell me the Fleet has rediscovered British meat pies, did you?"

"No, but that's part of it. It wasn't just pasties they brought in. The shipment contained a variety of goods, from electronics to top grade pharmaceuticals. But here's the kicker. Every container was marked with an emblem showing three lions under a rose above the words 'For Wisdom and Knowledge.'" 

"Which is... what?"

He rolled his eyes. "Don't you remember anything from Ms. Zimmerman's history class? That's the badge of the BRSC."

"Like our eagle, and E Pluribus Unum."

"Which is on the hull of every Fleet ship ever built, yes."

"So, Belinda thinks this cargo came from the British Space Colony?"

"She thinks it's a possibility. She talked to the ship's captain, and he gave her the coordinates to the planet where he got his cargo."

"Uh-huh." They reached their quarters and went inside. Val ordered a beverage from the nourichef, opened it and took a long drink before speaking. "So, I'm betting that Belinda wants us to go check this out."

"That was my impression, yes." He accepted a bottle from her and sat down at the table.

"Because that worked out so well with the Russians."

"Actually, from Fleet's perspective, it did. They got two new domes and a free HOSH in the bargain."

"Tell that to the people who died because we unleash HiveZ on them."

"That had nothing... well, almost nothing, to do with the Russian fleet. And even if it did, it isn't on us, Val. You know that."

"I know that if we hadn't found the RF, we wouldn't have found the coordinates that led us to Earth." Val's eyes glazed over, the memory replaying itself in her mind. "Without us, HiveZ would never have known there were other humans out here."

Alex's fingers tightened around the bottle until his knuckles showed white. "And we were supposed to know that, how?"

Her eyes refocused, and she sighed. "We weren't. There was no way for us to know. You're right. Not our burden. I just can't help wishing..."

"Sure. But we have to live with what is." He set his empty bottle on the table and pulled her into his arms. "What do we do with Belinda's request, then?"

Her comm-link chimed. Val gave Alex an apologetic smile and stepped away to open the link. "Tamar? What's up?"

"Tessa and Rakan are back," the navigator informed her. "And they are bringing guest with them."

Val met Alex's gaze. "Oh, yeah?" she asked. "Who's coming aboard?"

"Magnus Caravaggio."

"Why am I not surprised?" Alex said.

Val shushed him. "All right, Tamar. We're on our way to the conference room. Have them meet us there."

"As you say, Captain."

"You don't think she's going to want to bring him with us, do you?" Alex asked.

"It's a possibility."

"You don't think that might be a problem?"

Her eyes widened. "Why would Tessa having a new boyfriend bother me?" She walked out without giving him time to answer. 

Alex's cheeks lost two shades of color. "He's not – You don't know that he's – Val, you aren't going to meddle, right? Val!" 

She was whistling, and he was still several paces behind when they entered the conference room. Tessa stood near the table, handing Magnus a plate of food.

"Hey, Val. Alex." Magnus smiled and took a bite. 

"How would you guys feel about Magnus coming with us wherever we go next?" Tessa asked. 

Val's lips curved into a wide grin as she gave Alex an I-told-you-so look over her shoulder. "No problem here. Anything we should know about you two?"

Tessa's head jerked up, her eyebrows contracting. "Know? About us?"

Magnus stifled a laugh. "Sure, you know darlin'. About our new relationship?"

"What relationship?" Tessa asked. "You're coming with us to help me keep Atah Totepe from killing anyone."

"Bodyguard is a relationship," Magnus said.

"You aren't my bodyguard," Tessa said. "Just an extra gun."

Val wasn't smiling anymore. "What is he talking about, Tessa? How is Atah involved in your love life?"

Tessa's mouth dropped open. "My love life? I don't have–" She caught herself, regrouped. "So, you've heard of her?" When Val nodded, Tessa went on. "Apparently, Saracen wanted me dead bad enough to hire her, and to make sure she'd have an incentive to carry on the hunt, even if Saracen herself was no longer around."

"That's ridiculous," Alex said. "And probably illegal

"I'm guessing she didn't think so. And, given that she hired an assassin in the first place, which breaks several interstellar laws, legality probably wasn't a consideration either," Magnus said. 

He briefly went over everything he'd told Tessa in the bar. "So, if it's all right with you, I'll be hanging out for a bit. Just until we can either track Atah down or eliminate her financial incentive."

"You didn't mention that possibility at Gizelle's," Tessa said. "How does that work?"

"Queller says there's precedent against using an inheritance to incite murder. He's working on the legal aspects now. But the courts are slow moving, so it'll take a while."

"If it can be done at all," Alex said. "Estate law is a complicated beast, no matter what planet you're on."

Val poured a cup of coffee from the nourichef and sat down opposite Tessa. "Magnus is welcome to join us, but we've had some news ourselves."

Tessa looked from Val to Alex and back again. "Let me guess. You're going to have another baby?"

Val pulled back. "What? No. At least..." She glanced at Alex as he sat down next to her. "Not yet. No, this is something else."

"We just got word from Belinda," Alex said. "There's good evidence that another fleet survived. It looks like they settled on a planet called Garlina in the Hesai system."

Tessa's eyes rounded and Magnus leaned in. "Which fleet?" he asked. 

"The symbols on the crates that turned up at Mega-One suggest the British Royal Space Colony," Alex said. 

"How is that possible?" Tessa asked.

Alex shrugged. "Not all that hard, really. Granted, all the Earth fleets started out from the same place..." He waved his hand in a vague circle. "Even a degree difference in their initial trajectories would result in widely divergent paths for each of the fleets."

"He's right. And the universe is, as far as we know, limitless," Val said. "Once separated, finding the other fleets was like trying to locate specific, individual grains of sand on a massive beach." 

"But now we've turned up two in the space of a year?" Tessa asked. "You don't think that's a little suspicious?"

"Maybe, but given how few humans remain, we need to check it out," Alex said. 

"You don't have to go with us, Tessa," Val said. I'd understand if you wanted some time off."

"No, I'll stick. I just–" Her mindlink chimed and Tessa frowned. "It's Gaia." She adjusted the reception and a fifteen-centimeter holographic image of the Simoi queen appeared in the center of the table, right next to Magnus' empty plate. "Gaia, I'm here with Val and Alex. This is Magnus Caravaggio, my new... friend," Tessa said. "Is everything all right?"

Gaia arched an eyebrow at Magnus but didn't comment. "Good. That saves time. We've had a distress call from New Manhattan on Laefa2."

"Isn't that one of the human colonies in Raven's database?" Tessa asked. 

"It is, yes. We contacted them right after... Before the attacks on Josan. There have been attacks on humans there."

The room went silent. Finally, Tessa cleared her throat. "What kind of attacks?"

"From the images they sent... We think it might be HiveZ."

Tessa loosed a string of curses so dark that even Magnus looked impressed. "I knew it! I knew it couldn't be as simple as blowing them out of the cosmos. How many dead?"

"None so far, thank the stars. If this is HiveZ, it appears they are badly damaged. The victims fought them off and escaped, but we are concerned that the death toll will rise."

"Are you sure it's HiveZ?" Magnus asked.

"Not entirely, but the method is similar. A single wound, and some nanocytes harvested." Gaia's holographic image turned to face Tessa directly. "I will understand if you choose to leave this to my people. But I felt I owed you the choice."

"You don't think she's done enough?" Val asked. "That damn thing nearly killed her several times over. Send someone else."

"No. I'll go," Tessa said. "I need to finish this."

"Tessa, you don't have to," Alex said. Val's right. Let someone else take care of the mop up. With Atah on your ass, you don't need another complication."

"Atah? Why would an assassin be after Tessa?" Gaia asked.

Magnus relayed the details briefly, ending with, "So, whatever she decides, I'll be tagging along with Tessa." 

Tessa gave Val a crooked smile. "At the very least, splitting up will take you out of the line of fire." When Val folded her arms over her chest with a mutinous expression, Tessa tried again. "Irina will be safer without me on board."

"We beat Atah before," Val said. 

"And now she knows more about us. We won't take her by surprise again," Tessa replied. Turning her attention to Gaia, Tessa worked hard to ignore the conflicted look Alex and Val shared. "How do I get there?" she asked.

"I gave the Arrow to you. Lending it to Sirius didn't change the ownership."

Tessa stiffened at the mention of Sirius' name, and Magnus gave her a curious look. "Who is–"

"I don't want it. Especially not if –" Tessa stopped herself. No need to go through all that again.

"We can use my ship," Magnus said. "The Oracle is fueled and ready. Just say the word."

"As you wish." Gaia's agreement was smooth, unruffled. "But the Arrow will be waiting when and if you ever need her."

"Val?" Tessa looked at her friend. "I'm guessing you'll be checking out the BRSC. When do you leave?"

"Yeah. I think that's for the
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