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A beaten man, slathered in blood, writhed on a cross in the hologram, mouth stretching wide in agony. And more than the nails, pinning his hands to the splintered wood, tormented him; creatures skittered across his ravaged body. Eight-legged, fanged, and the size of an adult human’s hand, they found every inch of flesh and bit down, their many crystalline eyes glimmering hungrily.

Hatefully.

“What do you think of it?”

Captain Dath Raker, Republic of Sanctuary Navy, swirled the contents of his glass, affecting thoughtfulness as he tried to figure out how he could both be honest and not create an intergalactic incident.

“It’s, ah, the Christ figure, is it not?”

“It is,” his companion replied. “Holographic art is a favorite of my people. It allows such a multidimensional experience.”

Dath suppressed a shudder. Spiders...gah. They weren’t really, he knew. The damned critters were similar, indigenous to the planet Golgotha, but far worse—far bigger. He hated few things as intensely as spiders. And the hologram was so detailed, they seemed to move, to bunch and bristle as they savaged the Christ’s flesh.

“It’s uncanny,” Dath said and took a hefty, warming gulp of the whiskey he’d been nursing to this point. “Though I’m no art critic.” He turned to his companion. “What’s it supposed to represent?”

The man stood half a head taller than him in a uniform of black with crimson trim. The arachnid motif repeated on breast and high collar, the spidery silhouette imposed over a blunted cross. Single stars on the epaulets were at least familiar, made him a captain of his own world’s service. Cold, blue eyes twinkled and thin lips quirked up at one corner.

Brother-Captain Damian Heath of the Golgothan Star Empire.

“The Consumption of Christ,” he said. “It’s a popular subject. When my people first came to Golgotha” his eyes flashed for a moment “were driven there by the old Hegemony, they renounced the limited religion of their former cult and embraced a broader consciousness.”

Dath swirled his drink again, sipped again, eyed the creatures. “Fascinating, Brother-Captain.”

“Suffering and pain are also popular subjects,” the Golgothan went on. “They are constants in the galaxy, are they not, Captain Raker?”

Dath was suffering plenty—from this man’s company. With a fierce smile, he forced down the sensation of skin squirming under his suddenly hot, heavy blue uniform. “Perhaps, they are.” He turned away from the vile imagery and gestured with his drink around them. “But we’re here to put those behind us for a night, are we not?”

The pair stood on the far side of a wide, oval chamber. Their hosts had arranged the art of many of the visiting delegations’ worlds throughout the gallery. Representatives of at least a dozen species circulated amongst these in a soft babble of conversation, occasionally disturbed by the blat or growl of a people given to louder expression.

Holographic notations and pointers materialized across Dath’s vision, projected across the inside of his artificial right eye. Inserted there by the augmented reality suite of his AI implants, the machine attempted helpfulness, providing quick labels and assessment of the dizzying variety of personages and races. But a twitch of the eyelid commanded them to clear. Sometimes, technology was a hindrance. In this space, Dath needed older, mammalian senses and instincts. 

With these, he noted the preternaturally tall and slender Othen, with their pale, gray flesh and unnervingly black eyes. He saw the stout forms of Grak stumping amongst the gala, velvety nostrils puffing as they scented the air and furry jowls occasionally peeling away from sharp teeth in mirth. And his natural eye lingered on glassy bubbles, hovering at knee-height on anti-gravity cushions and containing lumpy forms of orange-brown—the methane-breathing Ree.

A crystalline dome provided all these glitterati a spectacular view of stars and the vast, kilometers-spanning ring of Crossroads Station around them. The disc circled the misshapen husk of the rogue moon from whose ores it had been fashioned, in a past era by a dead empire. The spire at the top of which the gallery perched sprouted from the latter. In the near-distance, starships crowded up to the mighty construct, gleaming in its many lights or catching the glint of distant suns.

Tenacity was docked not too far out of sight, around the curve. Dath shifted a step that way, instinctively. He and Heath had ended up, not unsurprisingly, alone together by his star-nation’s foul exhibit.

The Golgothan fell into step beside him. “For a night, yes, all things can be set aside. Differences can be overlooked. Differences in taste, in culture” he glanced at the bubble of a Ree’s environment suit, a flinch of distaste hard to miss “differences in existence.”

“Hopefully for more than just a night,” Dath replied with cheer that took more than a little effort. “This conference aims to settle much of those differences.”

“Of course.”

Their stroll carried them along the periphery of the party. Dath held up his near-empty glass to a tuxedoed android groom passing with a full tray. The synthetic being—one of Crossroads’ smooth, silver-skinned simulacrums—paused with its kind’s perfect manners to exchange him a full drink. He resumed his course with Heath, noting the Golgothan took no refreshment, himself.

“Sanctuary boasts many forms of art,” Heath said, coming to stand by a high table adorned with a Fire Flower of Adelpha that bathed them in its warm, phosphorescent orange. He set an elbow on its surface and regarded Dath. “You have canvas, sculpture, woodwork, digital” his nostrils flared “and the works of more than one race.”

Dath forced his smile to remain in place, knowing this was a challenge of sorts. “Variety is the spice of life, or so Sanctuarians are taught.”

“Or perhaps it simply dilutes purity,” the Gologthan replied with an equally-forced grin.

A prickle along the nerves warned Dath to mind his temper. He took another drink, probably too much, and glanced across the gallery. Her Ladyship, Ambassador Hayley was watching him from beside the Ree representative, her eyebrows momentarily arched at him in concern.

He looked back at Heath. “The galaxy has a trillion suns, Captain. We’ll never see them all. We’ll constantly be faced with discovery; with places and peoples we don’t understand.” He shrugged and sipped again—really should slow down on the drink. He could feel a cantankerous shift to his thoughts, his weariness with this man. “The Republic accepts that reality and embraces it.”

“The whittling down of human culture?” Heath asked with a note of challenge that could not now be missed. “Will much be left that’s human after Sanctuary has admitted every misbegotten species into its union?”

Dath’s grin back had become a gritting of the teeth. “Haven’t your people embraced a decidedly non-human symbiosis?” He gestured at the spidery symbols of his uniform. “Your...friends?”

If there had been any humor to Heath’s face, it fled now. “You refer to the Arathra.”

Dath sipped biting whisky taste. “You share an empathic link with them, yes?”

“A spiritual link,” Heath almost hissed. “When my people were hounded to the edges of space for their beliefs, the Arathra provided succor.” He held up his broad chin. “They taught us to truly hear the voice of God.”

Dath thought of their god, squirming in agony on the cross as spider-things devoured it, and swirled his drink before holding up it to the other man. “Variety, as I said.”

Heath regarded him with those chilly blue eyes, expression unreadable for a moment until it creased finally into a ghost of amusement. “Differences.”

“Opportunities,” another voice said.

Dath pivoted as a third joined them. Ambassador Zaya Hayley was a leggy woman of stern beauty and thick, shoulder-length hair dyed platinum. She wore a pants suit of white synthe-silk and carried a glass of wine that looked like it hadn’t been touched. Her green eyes sparkled a fresh warning at Dath.

“The Star Empire of Golgotha has a historic opportunity,” the Ambassador continued. “Rejoining intergalactic trade after a century of hostility and isolation will allow untold prosperity to flow to your worlds, Brother-Captain.”

Heath didn’t look it her, kept his eyes on Dath as he replied with obvious care, “Self-imposed isolation, Ambassador. To preserve our ways.”

“Indeed.” Hayley lifted her glass. “And now that preservation has come to mean looking outward.”

The Golgothan did look at her now and his eyes were as unreadable—and inhuman—as the multiple sets of the Arathra’s while they devoured flesh. “That is the will of our leadership, yes, Ambassador.”

Hayley was too experienced a diplomat to be put off by what was obviously calculated coolness from the man and smiled disarmingly. “They have seen the wisdom of it. So, too, will the Golgothan people, I presume?”

Heath’s face hardly moved, though his gaze moved back to meet Dath’s. “Golgothans are used to doing what they’re told. Obedience is our highest calling. Obedience to our God and his Messengers in This World.”

“Freedom is our highest calling,” Dath put in, couldn’t help himself. After what seemed an eternity with the man, his annoyance was finally getting the better of him. “I suppose that’s why worlds flock to join the Republic. Freedom to choose our government, to choose our lives, our loves.”

“Your conquests.” Heath’s face did move now, into a dangerous, closed-lipped grin—more like an acceptance of a challenge.

“Sanctuary has renounced imperialism,” Hayley said smoothy.

“After decades of expansionism and colonialism.” Still the Gologothan didn’t look at the Ambassador and it was clearly a snub now. “A convenient time to adopt such a posture.”

Dath bared his teeth into a combative smile. “The Star Empire of Golgotha hardly has room for criticism.”

“Indeed, Captain.” Heath’s lips peeled back slightly. “I suppose we come to it now, as men always do. The decision to fight” his eyes flared momentarily “or to barter for time.”

Dath could feel Hayley’s eyes upon him as he stared back at the Gologothan. Sweat prickled along his bare scalp and he had little doubt that his irritation had not passed the other man’s notice. But he’d been told—ordered—to make this work, despite his own openly-declared resistance.

He’d been told this was his last chance.

“And we’ve used this time well,” Dath declared cheerily, “discussing politics, societies” he sipped his whisky “art.”

“The time always runs out, though,” the Gologothan replied.

“Indeed, it does.”

Dath glanced out through the transparent dome, eyes finding what they sought quickly along the rim of the station. Anger subsided behind a rush of warmth as he noted a shark-like hull, over a kilometer long, docked with its portside flank to the gantries. Particle cannon turrets bulged along its dorsal surface; plasma torpedo tubes slitted the ventral one. A trio of Void Drive nacelles clustered to aft, the third of these fluttering faintly blue with Cherenkov radiation—kept at idle at his orders.

“Tenacity,” Heath surprised Dath by saying, had obviously followed the direction of his gaze. “Fenris-class battlecruiser.”

He didn’t need the holographic notations that popped up across the inside of his eye to know every centimeter of that hull. Twelve main guns, six plasma torpedo launchers, three ship-to-ship missile racks, linked point-defense blasters, third-generation deflector shield projector coils, ECM and jamming, armor. And seven hundred flesh-and-blood Republic of Sanctuary spacers who, like their captain, weren’t going to knuckle under to thugs like this Heath.

“Last of her kind,” Dath said with emotion. “Best of her kind.”

“Former flagship of your Home Fleet, as I recall,” the Golgothan said. “Though now a rather more...seasoned vessel.”

Dath chuckled, had heard that from fools at the Admiralty, too. “The crew has taken to calling her the Old Wolf.” He turned fully to Heath again. “You said earlier your art was an expression of your society’s values, yes?”

Heath’s cold, cold eyes narrowed. “I did.”

Dath held up his drink in salute to the distant Tenacity. “Then allow me, Brother-Captain, to introduce you Sanctuary’s finest art.”

***
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YLURA AVAL STEPPED from the turbolift into the gallery and gave her uniform tunic a tug. It felt strange, being back in the Sanctuary blue, after several standard years out of it. But it felt like coming home, too.

You’re certain this is what you want?

The words filled her mind, not heard but placed there, as much felt as understood. She turned to their source and said out loud, “We’ve already discussed this, Uncle.”

Count Oron Arraka stood beside her in a stern black suit made fiery by the orange sash draped diagonally from left shoulder to right hip. He was tall, even for a Morvenan, standing a full head over her. But they shared the light purple skin and brown freckle patterns along the hairline. Rich black hair they shared, as well—his brushed out into a regal mane, hers tied back into a Fleet-regulation bun. The glittering, almost glowing gold eyes she hadn’t inherited from her mother—the Count’s sister—though.

She had her father’s blue human eyes.

“Vocalization is such a crude form of communication,” the Count replied, voice faint from lack of use. “Even your human half-kin don’t really require it, not with their augmentations.”

“Yet it is what they prefer,” she said. “It’s what I prefer.”

He rolled those glowing eyes. “You didn’t answer my question.”

“Yes, I did,” she replied with a sigh, stepping fully into the gallery and the rumble of its crowds and conversations. “Back on Morvena, I told you.”

“If you had only stayed longer...”

“I would’ve spent another year searching for meaning that I’ve only felt amongst my father’s people.” She turned to the grand old Morvenan noble, who’d put her up, sponsored her when she requested sabbatical on her mother’s world—a place she hadn’t been since birth. “I’m sorry, Uncle—Your Grace. The Mountains of Ponvar, the Sea of Thardu...all beautiful. As was the quiet of your gardens, the knowledge of your libraries, and the discipline of the Shala Order.” She placed a hand on his arm. “Thank you, for all of it.”

“But,” the Morvenan said, smiling sadly, “the part of you that is your father calls loudest.” He chortled. “Always with the humans the loudness.”

“It is what drew my mother to one of them,” Ylura said. “And they are the power, now, in this quadrant.”

Oron sniffed and his eyes narrowed as something across the room caught them. Ylura felt his mood shift, the melancholy-tinged warmth, like a sunset, dashed aside by a jolt of tension, as though a sudden thunderstorm had split the dusk.

A divided power, he replied in her mind.

Ylura followed his gaze and meaning. The throng of party-goers was parting before a striding human figure in black. Murmurs followed the tall man and menace radiated from his icy blue eyes, every bit as much from his aura—itself, felt like a magma fissure, cracking wide. He approached the turbolift at a distance-devouring pace, spidery patterns of his uniform pins winking redly in the gallery lights. A pair of obviously lesser men in the same black sidled from the crowd to join him as he neared the lift.

Not divided, Ylura thought back at her uncle with a grimace she didn’t bother to hide. I’m not certain I consider these sorts human, at all.

The Golgothan officer slowed as he noticed the pair of Morvenans. A smile that wasn’t really one at all wrinkled his lips and he offered Oron, with his obvious regalia of official standing, a curt nod. Then he was gone into the lift, followed by his companions with haste that couldn’t be missed—and distaste Ylura sensed like the smoke of garbage left to burn.

A hateful people, Oron thought to her.

“It’s their defining characteristic,” she replied, returning to her voice again. “I’m not certain what the Republic intends to gain in negotiating with Golgotha.”

“It’s their absurd optimism,” Oron muttered and started moving into the crowd. “It’s the naivete of a younger species. Had they the experience of our kind, they’d not regard the universe with such idealism.”

Ylura set her hand into the crook of his arm and matched paces with him. With that touch, as well as with her mind, she willed soothing calm into him. But the wound of his soul—shared across all Morvenans, echoing even in hers—could not be completely healed.

It wasn’t clear how long the Old Kings had ruled their part of the galaxy, and most remnants of their civilization had long-since withered to dust, save places like this station. But that the Morvenans had been a subject race of the long-dead tyrants was clear in their own histories. More, they hadn’t just been subjects; they’d been creations. Bred for the Kings’ pleasure. Their beauty, their telepathy, their natural affinity for art, music, literature had all been manufactured to please the Kings.

And then the Kings had gone and gotten destroyed and left their creations helpless in a hostile galaxy.

“Right now,” Ylura said, forcing down that shared pain, “humanity is the best, brightest hope for civilization.”

Yet, they waste so much time, Oron returned to the telepathic. Ylura felt his thoughts shift to the black-clad Golgothans—the spider imagery lingering, darkening into something far more menacing. And old enemies gather.

We do not know that for certain, she replied.

We know enough. His vehemence lashed back like a physical blow. Do you not feel it? It follows the Golgothans. It lingers about this station. It is the presence of something old...wicked.

And she did. Like the pinprick of a headache starting at the back of her skull, she’d noticed it upon arriving at the station. Like the faintest yellowy stench of something dead, rotted, she caught it in her nostrils.

It is the Old Enemy, Oron thought. They that toppled the Kings, themselves. You know what the House Elders believe.

Ylura thought of the spidery creature symbols on the Golgothan uniform, had seen holograms of the real thing on their homeworld. And there was no mistaking the imprint of a psychic presence upon that Golgothan officer’s aura.

You must pass on the Elders’ suspicions to your human kin, Oron insisted. You, they might listen to.

She began to reply, but as they stepped through a space in the throng, a familiar presence shined across her mind like the rise of a fresh sun.

Dath Raker would be hard to miss in any crowd—he made certain of it, Ylura knew. Tall and long-limbed in the blue of the Sanctuary Fleet, he’d had his uniform tailored slightly short, with extra gold thread, and to a decidedly non-regulation six breast buttons instead of the required eight. A bare, tanned scalp shined in the bright lights of the chamber, marred by a scar that creased his face from forehead, down through the eyebrow, and along the right cheek to his jaw. The right eye shined, too, an unnatural hologram-blue to contrast the warm hazel of his left, natural one.

Ylura smiled, sighed at his ridiculousness. Of course, he hadn’t changed a thing.

And those eyes—organic and inorganic—turned from the conversation he’d been having with a white-clad woman to settle upon her.

“Ylura!”

She tempered the smile and detached from her uncle, stiffened her back as she came to a parade rest. She crossed her right hand to her heart, the fist clenched to it in salute, its beat felt accelerating just a little beneath it.

“Captain Raker, sir, I am reporting for duty.”

A little of his mirth fluttered away, replaced by rank—but not all of it, for certain. He touched his own breast. “Lieutenant Aval, it’s good to see you in Sanctuarian blue, again.”

She lowered her hand and let herself smile. “My reactivation by Fleet Command should have reached you by now, Captain.”

“It has and we’ll be thrilled to have you onboard for the” he exchanged an unreadable glance with his companion “likely brief voyage back to Sanctuary.” His full smile returned, along with unalloyed pleasure—palpable in the air, even without her extrasensory perceptions. “I understand your certifications are in order.” He arched his eyebrows at her. “You no doubt still recall the specs of a Fenris-class.”

“Probably better than you, sir.”

He guffawed, probably too loudly, drawing looks from nearby galley-goers, a faint tide of discomfort. That was Dath, though. He blazed bright. Some had a hard time looking straight at that light.

“Well,” he was saying, “they have made a few upgrades to Tenacity. But we’re short a Systems Officer. Be glad to have you on the bridge.” He glanced again at his companion, then at hers. “Ah, Ylura, you may remember Ambassador Hayley.”

She didn’t, couldn’t tell the Ambassador from any of the other revolving door of Sanctuary’s First Families that usually got these posts. But she offered a bow. “Your Ladyship, good to see you once more.”

“Likewise, Lieutenant,” the woman replied with a perfect, yet enigmatic smile.

“And I certainly remember you Ambassador,” Oron added.

The Ambassador turned from Ylura to her uncle, face crinkling into a genuine grin. “My good Count, it is a pleasure! I’d hoped the Morvena would be sending representation.”

Oron bowed. “Houses Orange and Yellow have. The others have refrained, some in protest, claiming our presence here violates our posture of neutrality.” He shot Ylura and Dath looks. “Ah, perhaps, a private corner is better for this conversation...?”

“Certainly, Your Grace.” She touched Oron’s sleeve fondly. “Let’s leave these young people to their reunion.” Glancing over her shoulder as she led him away, she asked, “Captain, you’ll stop by my quarters later?”

“I will, My Lady,” Dath called after her.

And then it was just the two of them.

Ylura’s heart continued its thump against the inside of her breast as she recalled a different moment, another crowded chamber, a spaceport, and a farewell—one that she had thought would be forever. And just like that moment, Dath’s mind remained masked from her, guarded behind that scarred smile.

But here they were again.

“Young people...” He chortled.

Ylura smirked and nodded after the departing diplomats. “Her quarters? You’ve not taken up old, bad habits, have you, Dath?”

“Absolutely not,” he replied with a faux-scandalized voice. “Lady Hayley has more serious appetites than that.” He shook his head. “I fear I’d be too tame for her.”

“And too married?” Seeing the partial collapse of Dath’s grin, Ylura instantly wished to drag the words back in. But she had to have them out of the way. “How is Kerina?”

And Dath’s smile-mask slid back into place. But the dimming of his aura left little doubt as to his discomfort. “Tolerating marriage to a Fleet officer about as well as can be expected.” He shrugged. “We’re comfortable. She has her life” he looked right into Ylura’s eyes “I have Tenacity.”

“Yes.” She tried holding that gaze, found she couldn’t, feared that he might see her unexpected relief at his dissatisfaction. “I was so excited for you when I heard,” she hurried to say. “Is she very much like the Fenris?”

Both Dath’s grin and aura brightened once more. “I think you’ll find her remarkable familiar.” He swirled the drink he’d been ignoring till that point. “She’s only had the one refit, to the Void Drives. She makes a thousand times c, at the high end. But the rest of her...” he sipped “...well, seems like old times.”

Old times. A standard decade past. More. A lifetime. She’d been an Ensign, then, freshly out of the hell of the human-dominated Academy and burning to prove herself greater than her mixed parentage. Dath had just made Lieutenant Commander. Both had had the luck to score assignment to Fenris, name vessel of the three-ship class, at the time the meanest things in the quadrant.

Neither had had any idea how ill-fated that luck would be.

“Speaking of old times,” Ylura said, pressing on past the memories, “I thought you’d planned on growing the hair back?”

A hint of redness might have crept across his smooth, well-shaped scalp, but his smile wrinkled it all the way to the crown. He chortled and ran a hand over it. “I got used to it this way.”

“And the scar?” she nudged playfully. “And the eye?”

“Well...” He shrugged and reddened further, some of the color darkening the narrow ridge of the old wound. “In a fleet of well-connected beautiful-people, one needs to be different to stand out.”

Ylura remembered the horrid day a flash of plasma had seared his skull to the bone and ruined his face. She hid a wince at the memory of holding him close aboard the battle-ravaged Fenris, trying not to look at the wreck of him while whispering encouragement, cooing away his whimpers of agony.

They’d never been closer than then.

They’d never been close again.

“Dath,” she said with a sigh, “Captain, you’ve rarely ever had any trouble standing out.”

***
[image: ]


DAMIAN HEATH STEPPED onto the bridge of the Golgothan battleship, Devourer, and breathed of its stark, metallic air. Relief filled him, to be away from the foulness of that party, the stench of those creatures that regarded themselves as sentient, the cravenness of the Sanctuarians. A hot gust filled him as he thought of that woman, that Ambassador, daring to speak to him, as her depraved kind allowed her to do.

On homeworld, he would’ve repaid that insolence, oh yes.

The smirk of that bald captain—Raker—fluttered behind his eyes and sent a clenching through his teeth. That one, at least, seemed dangerous. Even if he defiled himself by bowing to his inferiors.

“Brother-Captain,” the almost painfully slender young man in the command seat said, pivoting to face him. “You’re back early.”

“I remained as long as propriety demanded, Brother-Commander,” Heath replied coolly. “Golgotha has made its appearance. These lesser beings are none the wiser.”

“Yes, sir.” Jedidiah Kuhn, executive officer of the Devourer, stood from the chair and stepped to one side, obviously giving way, should his captain desire it. “Your timing is perfect, at any rate. We’re picking up the Masticator on long-range scan. Right on time.”

Heath’s pulse accelerated as he stepped past the Commander to regard the hologram hovering across the forward fifth of the bridge. It showed the region immediately around Crossroads Station as flecks of light and faint lines of starship routes, all converging towards the monstrous ring of the outpost. Coasting down one of the lines, a single mote of brilliance winked. Heath reached up to touch this and a lesser hologram popped out, displayed a familiar profile, a bulbous hull clenched in the crooked, narrow appendages of its Void Drives.

“Father-Admiral Uhler will conduct the” Heath smirked over his shoulder at Kuhn “diplomacy, then. We will remain nearby to see to its aftermath.”

“Aye, sir,” Kuhn replied with the faintest hint of fervor.

Heath felt that fervor throughout the bridge, looking at the youthful figures, flitting like lithe, hungry shadows in the dim lighting. The space was spare, even cramped, the Star Empire not so blessed in resources, even after a decade of expansion, that it could spare its crews the luxuries of sprawling compartments and redundant displays. Golgotha made due with what it had. But, soon, it would have far more.

Something caught Heath’s eye and he pointed at the icon denoting the Station, caused it to zoom in upon it and the vessels crowded along its periphery like steel beasts huddled to a watering hole. Devourer docked at the six o’clock point of its loop. Heath touched another icon, opposite at the noon point.

“Tenacity,” Kuhn spoke up, seeing his commander’s attention. “Once the pride of the Sanctuarian Fleet, along with her sisters; now, ten years out of date, she’s the last and surpassed by their Union and Dauntless class dreadnoughts.” He sniffed. “Hard not to take her appearance, here, as an insult.”

“Everything about them insults,” Heath replied, thinking again of that woman—forcing down the impure wrench of his thoughts. “Why should this be any different? But, no, Tenacity is still not to be taken lightly.”

“We would tear her apart, Brother-Captain.”

Heath offered his subordinate a tolerant smile. That was youth and zealousness. But he needed both from him, from all the young men manning the stations of the bridge, the posts throughout his ship. They’d been born and raised for this moment in their creches and barracks, training, working, praying for this time.

But Heath was not so young, anymore, and knew the realities of what was to come. Golgotha had pounded away at lesser systems and weaker alliances for years, subjugating worlds, scrambling to seize more, build more. And those conquests had honed a generation of officers, battle-tested a fleet of starships that had been built from nothing. But those victories had come over nonentities—sometimes dangerous ones, indeed; but not peers.

Sanctuary, for all her softness and high-minded flightiness, sill had a core of steel. Part of that core stared at Damain Heath from the opposite side of Crossroads. No, he was not so foolish as to believe Tenacity would be a simple task.

“We may yet find out, Commander,” Heath replied at last. He glanced at the approaching Masticator. “If Uhler is here, now, it means we’re on a tight schedule. Have we had word from the Fangs on the dock?”

Kuhn didn’t quite hide a scowl. The Fanged Order, the shadowy organization of informants and spies and assassins that served as both intelligence wing and Golgothan secret police were loved by none. He turned to the chair he’d given up and Heath still hadn’t claimed and touched an armrest control.

The hologram of Crossroads zoomed in even more, highlighting the dock adjacent to Tenacity and the tangling of gantries and access chutes. A series of blips winked from these. Heath knew each of them to be a Fang, slipped from the Devourer when she docked and infiltrated close, not just to the Sanctuarian battlecruiser, but to all the visiting delegations’ vessels.

“Have they made contact with the informant?” Heath prodded.

Again, Kuhn scowled. “We’ve had no communication. But this was the appointed time.”

“They must fear electronic surveillance,” Heath said. He closed his eyes and opened up his mind. The presence was there, dark, hot with malice, crouched back in the shadows of his consciousness. “Perhaps,” he murmured, “they’ve reached out through other means.”

Kuhn audibly swallowed. “That...would be more secure.”

“I should be making my obeisance, anyway,” Heath said and nodded to the Commander. “The bridge remains yours. I’ll be back shortly.”

“Sir.”

Heath strode aft, this time not for the turbolift through which he’d come onto the bridge but for the armored door at the other corner of the roughly pentagonal compartment. It opened with a hiss of magnetic fields, before he even had an opportunity to touch his palm to the actuator pad—as though he’d been expected.

Now it was his turn to gulp as he stepped through.

A short passage wound leftwards to the rear of the bridge, then dropped down a short ladder into a central passage. He had to stoop slightly in the cramped, poorly-lit confines as he scuttled down the corridor. More than the physical claustrophobia, though, he sensed the great, dark Divine, crowding in on his mind, his soul. Sweat sprouted across his brow as his course carried further into these most inaccessible bowels of the ship. He couldn’t escape the sense of a visit to the chapel after some transgression and a beating at the hands of the Headmaster—or the terror of a wounded animal, entering a cave known to harbor predators.

A single red light shined ahead, almost torch-like in a gloom too deep to be truly natural. A single, slender figure of corpse-pale skin in unadorned black stood in a small antechamber, waiting. Black eyes that betrayed no emotion, no humanity made the guard one of the Fangs. A blaster gleamed at one hip, a long, curved knife at the other.

“Brother-Captain,” the small, cadaverous-faced man rasped.

“Magus Harlander,” Heath replied with a bow of the head. “I am expected.”

“I know.” The tiny Fang stepped aside and gestured. The door behind him slid aside. Hideousness purled out, a stench of rot and old blood and something huge, warm, and damp. The Magus grinned at Heath, watching for any sign of the officer’s disgust, anything that might hint at less than reverence as he prepared to enter this most holy place aboard ship.

But Heath had commanded Devourer long enough and communed with its true Mistress frequently enough to breathe in the dire redolence as though he would a spring breeze in the highlands of homeworld. And he smiled back at the hateful little cultist—who in all ways could be said to be a contender for the Mistress’ affections on the vessel—and almost convinced himself the reek of death was the heady bloom of wildflowers. He stepped past, into the chamber.

The door whisked shut at his back, left him in humid, syrupy dark. A couple lights flickered uncertainly from behind sheaths of webbing, most so entwined as to barely provide any illumination. Heath’s boot planted on a strand of that fibrous matter, stuck, snapped as it pulled free and he stepped further into the chamber. Much of the grated floor, the bulkheads, the ceiling had vanished behind layer after layer of the sticky threads.

Scuttling drew Heath’s eye to a corner. He had a glimpse of one of the Children, bigger than anything he’d shown that fool Raker in the Consumption of Christ. Legs pattered heavily amidst the webs before drawing glittering rows of eyes and quivering abdomen from sight. The vibration shook something caught in the tangle. Heath refused to allow himself to look too long at the shrunken outline of a corpse, swinging limply, one of the crew who’d failed in his duty and been given the honor of redeeming himself in sacrifice.

Damian, the voice of the Divine filled his skill, Damian Heeeeeath...

Stiffened his spine and folding his hands behind his back, Heath brought himself to a halt before the furthest, darkest corner of the compartment—the Cradle, as it was known, better protected than any part of the ship, even the engines. And better hidden.

“I have come to make my obedience,” he spoke into the shadows, pleased he kept the tremor he most certainly felt from his voice. “And to be judged.”

For now, the voice said as the shadows shifted, you are judged worthy.

From out of the nearly-physical darkness emerged a thing of hair-spines and legs and bulging, pulsing abdomen and spiked cephalothorax. Pedipalps the size of a child’s arms twitched and parted to reveal the sword-gleam of fangs and that shimmer was matched by the double rows of glassy, faintly glowing eye domes. A hooved foot planted on a bare stretch of grate, screeched on metal. Another crackled down upon a length of still-glistening bone.

Beautiful, he thought instinctively, convincing himself it was true.

Flattery will avail you not, the voice of the Mistress hissed. Make your report.

“The Masticator approaches,” he replied hurriedly, hiding a reflexive gulp.

We have sensed them, and others. A pause suggested the Mistress pondering momentarily. You fret over the Fang agents and their delivery.

“We had expected confirmation of their success, by now,” Heath replied. “If they’ve failed, it will be an inconvenience. If they’ve been discovered, it could precipitate events beyond our control.”

Another, darkly-ruminating pause. They have not been discovered. But they have not yet been successful. The Sanctuarian traitor delays them.

“Should we abort?” Heath asked.

Pain like those great, dripping fangs piercing his chest gripped Heath’s mind. He buckled at the knees, nearly collapsed until the angered clench on his psyche relaxed. I will be the one to decide that, the Mistress snarled. The opportunity to...spread ourselves to Sanctuary and to these other worlds cannot be passed up.

“Of course, Mistress.” Heath steadied himself, gulped back bile taste. “I thought only of the timetable.”

What is time before the plans of God? The creature’s scolding note prickled along Heath’s nerves. We have waited across millennia of time, patiently, timelessly waited to pass on the Word of the Divine to those willing to carry our Love into the stars. You are here, now. We are here, now.

Nothing will stop us.

“Yes, Mistress.”
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Chapter 2
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“Well, this is definitely what tripped the alarm.”

Lieutenant Khiry Jaxan, Chief of Security, Tenacity, Sanctuarian Fleet, grimaced at the engineering crew’s grim discovery. “Looks like it.”

The android had been stuffed with obvious haste between the conduit and the bulkhead off to one side of the walkway along Tenacity’s portside dock. The air hummed with the semipermeable forcefield cocoon that kept the ravages of vacuum away and allowed access to an entire four hundred meters of the vessel’s flank. It made coming and going, as well as certain maintenance tasks that would otherwise have to be done in spacesuit, very easy.

Glancing up and around at the wide corridor along the ship and its tangles of gantries and chutes, Khiry was reminded that it made security a nightmare.

“Who would’ve done this?” one of the spacers who’d been on the detail that found the body asked. “And why? Looks like they...hacked it up.”

Even that verb seemed insufficient, Khiry thought as she knelt beside the remains. Silvery skin hung in shreds from splinters of plastiform bone. The weird gel-matter that substituted as muscle, using hydrostatic pressure for force, lay in pools of lubricant, like strips of frozen fish allowed to thaw. She tried not to wrinkle her nostrils at the oily stink of it. The androids of Crossroads weren’t exactly sentient as individuals, but this was death. This was murder. And respect was due.

“Looks almost like rage,” Khiry murmured, scanning the gruesome pile. She knew her augmentations would record, but she let her gaze linger on details, let more organic skills and instincts work. “Or deliberate mutilation.”

“Why?” the spacer repeated, and by the shaking of his voice, had grown disturbed.

Hearing it, Khiry stood and turned to the crew of three men and a woman in the gray overalls of exterior crew spacers. A quick hologram popped up at the corner of her vision, positively ID’ing them as Tenacity crew, their registry numbers, their ranks and specialties. All looked wan and shaken. No duplicity, here.

“Are we close to any key systems?” she asked, pivoting to look along the side of the ship. She knew the layout of the battlecruiser as well as anyone, had prowled most of its passageways and chutes, but seeing the Old Wolf from the outside disoriented. They stood closer to aft, in a secluded, dark, and narrow stretch of the compartment. “Did sensors pick anything up?”

“Proximity alarm was what drew us,” the spacer—clearly the crew chief—replied. “And that was probably from...” he gulped “...the struggle.” He seemed to muster his composure, shrugged. “External sensors are out, what with us docked. And this was a bad angle for the holocameras.”

Khiry nodded as her augmentation momentarily accessed Tenacity’s external holofeed, displayed a sped-up and thoroughly boring replay of the last hour along this docking berth. The chief was right; bad angle, bad lighting, no sign of the crime. “What about key systems?” she repeated.

The spacer shrugged again. “Mostly crew access and storage, here. We were actually checking the ventral hull seams, since they’re exposed here. Computer says we’ve got minor atmo leakage somewhere.” Noting Khiry’s impatience, he hurried to add, “Nothing critical, no, ma’am. Shield generator coils are along the flanks and Void Drives are out of reach.”

“Storage,” Khiry murmured, noting the access ramps to the main and secondary passenger hatches, but also sealed compartments along the flank. She had her augmentations run another check. The hologram at her vision’s lower right corner blinked. “Tenacity says we had access in the last hour to one of the auxiliary loading compartments.” She frowned as the blinking went red. “Records restricted?”

“Probably ‘cause it was him,” the spacer muttered and nodded down along the side of the ship.

Khiry turned to regard the tall, well-dressed man standing between a pair of her Security Ratings, answering their questions. She didn’t need her AI to label him to know his name. Sub-ambassador His Lordship Karl Aufmann, looking ashen-faced and legitimately bothered. But also, a by-blow of one of the First Families and, therefore, to be handled with especial care.

“He was here when you found” Khiry gestured at the corpse “this?”

“Came running when the alarm went off,” the spacer chief replied. “Must’ve heard it. Got here about the same time we did.”

First Family, Khiry thought with a prickling of the nerves. Sanctuarians liked to think of themselves as a Republic, now, but the stink of the Hegemony and its aristocratic taint lingered. The people were the power, but the aristocrats who’d relinquished control of galactic affairs—rather than have them taken by force—still exerted undue influence. Money and station distorted reality and even Tenacity’s AI could only surveille one of the patricians so much.

“You all are excused,” she told the crew. “Report to your department head.” She started into a stride towards the Sub-ambassador. “I’ll take care of this.”

Petty Officers Rodriguez and Cho stood to either side of Aufmann, patient and cautious as he ran a hand through his thick, just starting to gray blonde mane. The Sub-ambassador was handsome and tall in the way of the Firsts, who could afford the best genetic tailoring for their children, the best diets, the best exercise...best everything. Fresh sweat glimmered along his brow as he looked up, noticed her approach. Blue eyes darted once to the far corner, the body.

“I’ll take it from here, guys,” Khiry told her people. “Secure the scene. Has anyone notified Crossroads control? Do they even know one of theirs is down?”

Cho, senior of the pair despite standing a head shorter, replied, “It’s weird. They acknowledge the killing and have promised a clean-up but” he shuddered “but it’s like they don’t understand what happened or that it’s not a priority.”

“Place is weird,” Khiry replied, deliberately nonchalant to calm him. “Whole station run by synthetics and an artificial intelligence.”

It was weirder than that, even. Crossroads—as outsiders had named it—had been a way station of the Old Kings, set up like many of their artifacts to serve their long-since vanished empire. The station continued on in the same purpose, centuries later, serving the star-nations that arose in the vacuum after their fall, happily subservient, but poorly understood.

Made Khiry nervous as hell, too. But the whole galaxy was weird.

“Just keep an eye on things,” she went on, “and wait for their contact.” The pair peeled away to check on the corpse and Khiry turned to their esteemed subject. “Mister Ambassador. Bit of a shock, this evening.”

“Indeed, Lieutenant,” he replied, swiping a hand through his hair again. “Horrid thing, just horrid.”

“Surprises me you’re not at the reception with Her Ladyship Hayley,” Khiry noted tentatively. “What finds you down this way?”

Again, his fingers buried in his mane, kneaded at his scalp. “I had nothing to do with that,” he replied, too quickly.

“Of course not, sir.”

“But...” He turned to her and augmentations picked up the irregularities of his skin temp, his pummeling pulse, which she might have picked up with just her natural hearing. He cleared his throat and lowered his voice. “I have many dealings, you see.”

Khiry’s skin tingled. Careful now. First Family. She folded her arms and lowered her own voice. “Go on.”

“There are items of interplanetary significance that are hard to come by on Sanctuary,” Aufmann said. He stepped a little closer to her, a smile forming. “Things that might fetch a rather inflated price back home.”

Smuggling, of course. She looked up at him, the sly twinkle in his eyes, the pushiness of his stance. Guy is used to getting his way. She smiled back. “Your Lordship, Tenacity is a Fleet vessel, not a pleasure yacht. You’ll need to check your, ahem, items.”

“Lieutenant,” he replied, stepping even closer, triggering a dangerous jolt along her nerves, “I think you can imagine why I can’t have that happen.”

She locked gazes with the man before relenting, nodding towards the auxiliary storage bay hatch. “It’s that one?”

His jaw clenched. “Number Four, yes.”

“Show me.”

Together, they stepped over to the currently sealed flap of hull plate, well astern of the main passenger gangway. A babble had started behind them, a detachment of silver-skinned Crossroads androids having arrived, immaculately proper, inhumanly calm in the presence of one of their own, splayed gruesomely into the corner. Cho and Rodriguez seemed to have it under control.

Aufmann touched the actuator panel to the hatch’s left. Khiry arched her eyebrows at him as the panel cracked and hissed open to reveal the garage-sized bay, packed with storage containers. “Your handprint is registered with Tenacity Control, I presume?”

“The Aufmann’s are kin to House Braddock,” the Sub-ambassador replied, “and I am on the Senatorial rolls, though I’ve yet to accept a Seat.”

More First Family shit, Khiry thought as she nodded placidly to the man. But he’s just told me there’ll be a record in the ship’s logic core, probably sensor data. Have to get the captain to sign off on that, though. She hid a scowl. We’ll see how likely that is.

“Do we really need to go through with this Lieutenant” he made a show of eyeing her chest pin “Jaxan?”

“We do, Sub-ambassador,” she replied, unable to help the belittling emphasis on his lesser title. “I’m sure it won’t take us much longer.” She nodded towards a metallic crate that looked like it’d been disturbed. “This one?”

Hissing something under his breath, Aufmann stepped over to the container. Sweat spots had appeared across his white synthe-silk shirt, under his equally expensive dining jacket. Khiry’s augmentations again picked up the hammer of his pulse. Holographic pointers sprouted across her vision, highlighted his agitated vitals. Nervous bastard. She slipped a hand discretely closer to the blaster at her hip.

With a flutter of fingertips upon a code pad, Aufmann popped the lid of the container and slid it back. In the harsh illumination of the compartment light bars, Khiry had a clear view of transparent canisters lit from within by their contents. “Dreamblood of Arguvan,” Khiry said, looking them over. “Hallucinogenic and on the Republic Watch List.”

“Not illegal,” Aufmann noted with an edgy smile. “I’m a lawyer.”

“Of course, you are.” Khiry pointed accusingly at the larger, coffin-sized tub crammed in beside them. “I’m going to guess that’s a bit more questionable.” The contents appeared to be a half-formed, naked human female body, encased in a faintly orange fluid and festooned with pipes at the neck where a head should have been.

“Ridevian flesh art,” Aufmann replied with a shrug and a nerve-scraping titter. “Unregistered but, again, not violating any law I’m aware of.”

“Violating the regulations of this ship, though,” she snapped.

He drew his fingers across his brow, snickered to himself. “Registering means paperwork, Lieutenant. It means questions I and associates of mine don’t like.” He stepped close to her again, attempted to crowd her back. But she didn’t yield. Nearing early middle-age, the guy was more fat than muscle. “I’ve made arrangements with Fleet officers before.”

Khiry worked her jaw. First Family, she reminded herself. And she’d worked too damned hard to get this commission, get on this ship to risk it all. The rust-stained, metallic squalor of a Sanctuarian slum was not so far away. “This is all?” she asked, nodding at the container.

He stepped back, slid the top shut with a clang, and grinned with annoyingly straight, perfect teeth. “Of course.”

“Good.” She started for the hatchway. “Clean up after yourself, then, please.”

“Very good, Lieutenant,” he crooned after her.

She was glad to have her back to him as she strode from the compartment; it hid the rolling of her eyes.

***
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“TO THE Tenacity!” Thomas Rougan lifted his flask to the rowdy bunch crowding Main Engineering. “And, more importantly, to her crew!”

The Engineering department heads cheered back and drained their cups. Sputtering and coughs went around, plenty of grimaces. Rougan’s brew, infamous throughout the Fleet—or so he liked to think—came from fermented Kamalon mushrooms, which gave it its slight psychedelic properties, though short-lived ones. But it scoured the palate like acid and he lied to most people, telling them he got it from scrapings off the Void Drive conduits.

Rougan finished his, drawing in a breath between his teeth, which fed the exhilarating burn up into his sinuses, and looked around at his officers. A dozen of them, all young and not all human, tasked with the upkeep of the Tenacity’s core systems.

The most central of those sprawled around and behind him; the great, shimmering core of the reflex furnace, its bluey glow faint at idle. A trio of bolted metal conduits snaked out from it, a pair vanishing up through ceiling, a third running along into the floor, each feeding power to one of the every-hungry Void Drives that allowed the starship to fling itself at speeds vastly above that of light. The youngsters crowded in amongst these, around him, invitation only to this little party—but Rougan’s invitations were generous.

“How did you get out of attending the big to-do on the station, sir?” asked Lieutenant Carstairs, a trim, serious young woman of brown hair clipped to a bur at the sides, leaning against a bulkhead near one of the support struts.

Rougan patted his ample belly, which bulged against the seams of his work-shift gray fatigues. “Already ate!”

Laughter answered that. Rougan’s appetites were well-known. Getting snubbed for the gala on Crossroads had been a relief. Most had never seen him in dress blues because he wasn’t certain he could even fit into them anymore.

“Are the rumors, true, Commander?” This came from Styx, a dark, athletic Lieutenant who’d been with Rougan on prior voyages and knew him well enough to dare topics others wouldn’t. He arched a black, bushy eyebrow and raised his cup. “Retirement?”

“Lies,” Rougan spluttered good-naturedly, “as they always are!” He stepped over to Styx and added a little brew to his cup. “I’m a lifer! I’ll be at my post till the Fleet court-martials me for the shabby engines I run!” He mock-glowered around at the others. “Or perhaps lack of discipline.”

More laughter went around.

“You’ve been on this ship her whole run,” a bubbling voice asked, “isn’t that so, sir?”

Rougan turned to the speaker and had to suppress the sense of the weird as he looked at the Xokan. Lieutenant Zillix would have a hard time fitting his—its, Rougan reminded himself; the Xoka were asexual—eight tentacles into regulation grays and got away with scuttling through the vessel in what was effectively the nude. And its two rows of three eyes made it hard to know which pair to meet.

But Rougan was Fleet, and the Fleet was rapidly-admitting more nonhuman crew—to keep up with both the demands of the admittedly short-staffed Service and the politics of the Republic’s new member worlds.

“That’s right,” he replied, taking a quick sip. “There’s as much of me to this Reflex Furnace as there is standard Fleet issue.” He rapped a knuckle off a conduit. “Trouble-shot the Void Drives—which, when you’re dead in space seven parsecs out from Sanctuary is no picnic.” He stepped to the middle of the compartment. “Walked these decks when they were brand new.”

“How many captains?” Carstairs asked.

“Three! First one was Hollybrook, a harsh but fair man.” Rougan smiled and swished his flask. “Second was Tsang. She was savage. Decks kept spotless. Inspections twice daily. The ship was run like a prison barge.” He elbowed Styx. “And considering the sad state of her crew these days, maybe it’d be better we returned to those times.”

Everyone laughed at that and raised their drinks. Rougan spent a few moments, going around, refilling. There was plenty in the flask, and plenty more in the jug propped near the reflex furnace chamber, too.

“And Raker?” Zillix asked through its vertical slit-mouth. “What of him?”

Some of the mirth and babble quieting at the question. Rougan turned back to the Xokan, smiling carefully, weighing what might be alright to say, here. But he was a lifer, as he’d said, and stuck at Lieutenant Commander now for nearly decade, probably could only get into so much trouble. Besides, he loved a good story.

“It’s early days, still,” he allowed. “He’s got time to make an impression.”

“You talk to him much, sir?” Carstairs asked. “He was Tactical Officer on the Fenris.” She made a face. “Surprised they let him have a ship, after that.”

“Ah, just another First Family scion,” Styx sneered. “Nothing sticks to ‘em.” He shot Rougan a knowing look. “The Fleet’s a patrician’s playground and starships are their toys.”

“He’s not, actually,” Rougan corrected the man, “that I can tell you.” Gazes locked on him and he grinned, enjoying the moment. “Oh, he’s got patronage, of course,” he went on. “House Mosle, if I hear right. They all do. But he came up hard, born in the arctic region of Sanctuary, then moon mining before he made the Academy.”

“Last in his class, I hear,” another officer muttered from aft, near the passageway towards the central stern nacelle.

“Well, not all of us can graduate in so esteemed a slot, Kadliss,” Rougan answered.

“Heard another rumor, sir.”

Rougan eyed Styx again, noting the man’s conspiratorial tone. He sipped. “Yeah?”

Styx glanced around at the others before answering in a low voice, “The Fleet’s scheduling Tenacity for the scrapyard.”

Silence gripped Main Engineering. For a moment, Rougan could even hear the faint ping of the reflex furnace’s transparent steel intermix chamber as it flexed ever so slightly, ever so constantly with the weird energies within it. He felt it as every gaze in the compartment turned towards him.

He shrugged and stepped towards Styx. “Heard that one, too.” He reached out and poured for the younger man, softening the blow of the words with his generosity. “Don’t know, kids. Really, I don’t.”

He’d failed his last physical, lied and bribed his way through it. Sure, there were medicines and therapies and technologies, but they were expensive and, more critically, would take him off the ship. Couldn’t have that. Fleet would replace him in a heartbeat. He had to be here. He knew no place better. He knew no people better.

And if there was no here...

“Tenacity is a somewhat aged vessel,” Zillix pointed out.

Rougan turned swiftly, already feeling the heat of the room rise, noting the smolder of many stares. The Xokanan likely hadn’t meant anything by it. It was new and its kind were known to have trouble with Sanctuarian Standard, both the pronunciation and the slang. And damned if the cephalopodan being hadn’t already proved itself useful, scrambling through Tenacity’s many chutes. Be rough if the crew turned on it.

“You saying she’s past her prime,” Kadliss sneered across the compartment at the Xokan. “Octopod?”

The word was as accurate a description as it was nearly sneer and no small number of the compartment’s occupants stiffened. Silence chilled the chamber. Styx looked like he was about to snarl at Kadliss.

“Like this stuff” Rougan held up his flask and shook it loudly “aged is a good thing!”

That triggered fresh laughter and everyone relaxed a little. Rougan started to pace back towards the intermix chamber and its shimmering glow. They were a good group of officers, maybe the best he’d had, and the crews under them sharp. Truth be told, he had a hard time keeping up with them. He and this ship weren’t all that different.

“I’ll tell you all this,” he told them, turning to face them all, “the Fenris-class made everything new again. Longest-ranged weapons, best speed, best shields. After Fleet rolled them out, every star-nation with the means scrambled to produce something similar. And some of them surpassed.” He took a quick nip of the brew. “Hell, Sanctuary’s surpassed ‘em.”

“Hear there are super-dreadnoughts on the drawing table,” Carstairs said.

“Aye, heard that, too.” He looked around, met all their gazes, even Zillix’s. “Tenacity’s old news. That’s a fact.” He fingered the flask. “But the Old Wolf’s still got her stride and she’s still got her fangs. There’s talk of a New Peace, friends, and I’m old enough to hope it’s true. But if the Ree or the Venkalth or the Golgothans want to try their luck—”

Lieutenant Commander Thomas Rougan, who’d spent more time on this ship than on a solid planet in the last decade, who’d been gone so long his wife had left him and his kids had grown up not knowing him, lifted the flask high.

“—Tenacity will still be here to give them a lesson!”

***
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DATH COULD FEEL HAYLEY’S gaze upon his face as he stared at the holographic replay in her quarters aboard Tenacity. He fought to govern his expression, remain impassive, frosty. But the thump of his pulse brought a warming to the skin, a tightness along the thin ridge of scar tissue he couldn’t ignore.

“I’m...sorry, Dath,” the Ambassador said quietly.

In the hologram, an artfully-tanned man in a dinner jacket snaked an arm around the small of Kerina’s back and pulled her in close. The display was muted, hid his wife’s laughter as she cocked her head back and let herself curve into the man. A streak of lava fury lit through Dath’s blood.

He swirled the fresh whisky he’d made for himself from the compartment’s small bar. “You were having her followed?”

“This was a public place,” Hayley replied. “The Bethany Club in downtown Solace is not exactly discrete.”

He drained half his drink and felt dizziness and rage swirl. Kerina had had her hair trimmed and dyed blonde, closer to her original shade—she’d favored red for a while. She looked great, damn it, in a short-cut evening dress that showed her legs to advantage. One of those she hooked up against the man’s hip for a lewd moment. They were both obviously drunk as they slid from the party holocameras had caught them at, moved together toward a back exit.

Dath sipped now. He’d been edging into drunkenness at the gala; he was well past that now. “When was this?”

“A few weeks ago,” Hayley answered. “That’s Lord Cuban—”

“—I don’t give a damn who—”

“—of House Braddock,” Hayley pressed by his anger with an imperious growl. She sat up from the couch she’d reclined back upon, eyes flashing. “So, I’m afraid we do have to give a damn.”

Dath winced and slapped the hologram control on the bar top, killed the imagery. He stared into the air it had occupied for a long moment, feeling anger sour into a kind of sickness, a kind of dread. With the display gone, he could see through the un-shuttered viewport beyond, giving them a view of the stars and the ancient, alien-built curve of Crossroads.

“Politics,” he rumbled and turned fully to the Ambassador. “Gah! My marriage is a shambles and you’re worrying over the politics of this?”

“Your marriage has been a shambles for years, Dath,” she replied coldly. “And, yes, I’m thinking of the politics of it.”

He waved off her words disgustedly, reached for the bottle on the bar and uncorked it, refilled for himself. His hand shook and whiskey spattered the genuine wood counter, speckled the back of his hand in cold-hot.

“The Archonal elections are coming up,” Hayley pressed, “and House Mosle has a real shot at securing the majority of the seats. Finally!” She rose from the couch and came to his side, set a hand upon his arm. “That’d be a lot easier if your wife’s late father’s wealth didn’t end up flowing into House Braddock’s campaign coffers.”

Dath snorted and took another drink. “Kerina would never divorce me. The estate would be tied up in probate for an eternity. And, besides, all her daddy’s wealth couldn’t buy the access to society that my connections secured for her.”

Hayley arched her eyebrows meaningfully and nodded to the space where the image had played out. “Perhaps she’s trying to give you an excuse? A provocation?”

He saw that man—that dog—putting his arm around his wife again, felt it like a splinter in the gut. “I thought things were...maybe not getting better...but not worsening.” He swirled his drink again, was surprised to hear the clatter of ice in a near-empty, had apparently almost drained the glass again. He chortled miserably. “There’d even been a little intimacy between us.”

Hayley squeezed his arm. “Really, I am sorry. I’m not showing this to hurt you.”

“No?” He turned to her fully, regarding her with his right eyebrow raised, bunching at the scar. “You just want me to remain a cuckold. A laughing stock.”

She squared her jaw. “I want you prepared for what you need to do as a client of House Mosle. Infidelity is nothing, these days. But divorce.” She shook her head. “Loss of the patronage of a First Family. Loss of a connection. That’s leverage.”

“Over me or her?”

Her lovely eyes narrowed. “Both.”

Dath looked into the ice melting amidst faint whisky-brown and hid a scowl. Republic, Sanctuary liked to think of itself as, but still the same old corruption. Yeah, it was better than the alternative. He wouldn’t be standing on this ship if he didn’t think it. But sometimes the foulness of how far their star-nation hadn’t come bit at the soul.

“Leverage goes both ways,” he murmured at last.

“Indeed, it does,” she replied. “If this peace conference settles things, there are certain to be demands for at least a partial demobilization.” She pulled away and moved back to the couch, sat again. “Our connections on the Admiralty tell us Tenacity is on the chopping block. She’s due for a refit and they’re reconsidering the cost benefits of it.”

Son of a bitch...of course. He scowled. “They’d rather throw those funds at the new Liberty-class super-dreadnoughts.”

“That’s so.” She folded her arms, crossed her legs, and leaned back. “But a nudge from our people on the Fleet Appropriations Board might buy Tenacity a reprieve. There are a lot of older ships.”

Dath laughed humorlessly. “If I go along like a good boy with Kerina.”

To her credit, Hayley flinched slightly. “Yes. At least until after the elections.” She straightened up again, voice suddenly vehement. “And what are the whisperings of high society if you’re parsecs away, patrolling the Golgothan border?”

“And you know how I feel about them, by the way!” he growled. “Peace? Gah! With those goddamned freaks?” He gestured towards the viewport. “We ought to park the fleet in orbit over their godforsaken homeworld and finish this now!”

“Yes, and you’ve made that opinion all too well-known, Captain,” she snapped. “The Admiralty has not appreciated your chatter to the Holomedia. They almost pulled Tenacity from this trip! Did you know that?”

“They hate us, Zaya,” he pressed. “Couldn’t you feel it when we were talking to that snake—no, that spider—Heath?”

She smiled faintly. “I did enjoy forcing the misogynistic bastard to talk to me.” The expression faded. “But, Dath, they’re a power in the galaxy now. With the Venkalth on our other flank, we can’t afford a war. Besides, didn’t you tell me their ships are no match for ours?”

“But they have a lot of them.”

“And Tenacity can keep an eye on them, keep them in line.”

He chuckled softly, knowing he was outmaneuvered, likely had been before they’d even begun
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