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  A Crimson Void

Through hollow wrecks the war drums beat,
A dirge of rust and scars.
The dead drift out in silent mete,
Their blood now stains the stars.

The airlock seals with quiet dread,
A fate none dared to dream.
Their screams dissolve, their bodies bled,
A cold and voiceless stream.

The Void, a maw of endless night,
Consumes both friend and foe.
Their frozen veins reflect the light,
A crimson nebula’s glow.

No hope remains in endless dark,
The battle's lost, the war is done.
A hollow ship, a broken mark,
Just ashes adrift beyond the sun.

— Sandor Pentti Cabatu 2317 CE







  
  Chapter One

EAS Sarissa, Sirius


The Ship's Mission Center of the destroyer EAS Sarissa pulsed with suppressed excitement, adrenaline filling the air with the vinegary reek of sweat. We'd spent two weeks patrolling the vital supply routes in the Sirius system, finally picking up traces of an unauthorized vessel. Now, after hours of indirect maneuvering to avoid detection, we were in a position to target the enemy.
"Range—fifty thousand kilometers. Transponder says it's the CRP-0756," said Foster, my tactical officer. "The Security Margin."
I smiled grimly. The target ship and others like her were part of the Corporate Space Navy's Stormcloud unit that had harried Alliance traffic for months, interrupting the vital flow of materials needed on Earth. This would be the enemy ship's last voyage if I had anything to do with it.
"Time until we're in range?"
"Three and a half minutes, Captain," Foster said. "But sir—"
"What is it, Lieutenant?"
"Tactical systems identify the ship as a Titan Class civilian cruiser."
I shifted in my seat, moving awkwardly in my high-g suit. The Corporates had employed this ruse many times. They gave military ships a civilian transponder to mask their hostile actions. Standing orders, confirmed only weeks before, said all Corporate vessels found operating in United Earth Alliance systems without flight clearance were to be considered hostile and fired upon.
"Does the Security Margin have a registered flight plan?"
There was a short delay while the comms officer checked the records and consulted his counterpart in the secondary SMC. "No, sir. Secondary confirms."
"Very well." I nodded at Foster. "Sound battle stations."
The comms officer activated the main communication channel. "Battle stations. All hands, battle stations. All crew to combat positions. Forward is on tube one, aft on tube two. This is not a drill."
The lights in the circular room dimmed as the various crew stations switched to combat modes, and the screen encircling them reconfigured itself to show appropriate information and enhancements. A subtle vibration buzzed through my boots as the liquid breathing pumps engaged. I locked down my helmet as the Tetra Fluidic Oxygen filled my combat suit, my nostrils twitching at the slightly caustic smell. I'd done this hundreds of times, but it still made me shiver. Not in fear, but in anticipation of the imminent action.
Up to now, we'd been careful to minimize our EM and thermal signatures, and so far the enemy hadn't detected us. The Sarissa could have successfully attacked without taking such precautions, but it was what the book said, and I wasn't about to risk my crew. The enemy would retaliate as soon as they detected incoming weapons, without doubt.
The cool liquid reached my chin, and I braced, exhaling as far as possible before sucking it into my lungs. An immediate and momentary urge to cough, then I breathed the oxygen-enriched liquid as if it was perfectly normal. Suspended inside the suit surrounded by the liquid, both the crew and I could survive maneuvers up to two hundred g's, if necessary.
"All hands report green, Captain." It wasn't Foster's actual voice. It came from the speakers in my helmet, interpreted by the SMC's AI monitoring system, and distorted by the processing and liquid. The rest of the crew were all now similarly suited and ready for action.
"Alert level one," I ordered, the translation appearing on the small screen by my right hand, allowing it to be edited or amended if necessary.
Up to now, Sarissa had been using passive sensors only, which limited the amount and accuracy of information on our target, while reducing the chances of us being detected. Now, the active sensors came online, allowing more effective targeting of the enemy but also revealing our presence.
"Alert one, sir," Foster's surrogate warbled. "All tactical systems operational."
"MicroJump ready," said the Jump operator.
"Weapons hot," Foster announced.
"Defense systems in the green."
Inayah Luechtefe, my highly effective Executive Officer, messaged from her position in the secondary SMC. "All ready, Captain."
"The enemy has changed vector and is accelerating," Foster said. "They may be preparing to Jump."
It was often said that space battles only took place by mutual consent. The distances involved were so large that it was all too easy for a ship to maneuver out of harm's way, or engage their Jump drive. Our long-range missiles could certainly cross that distance, but with a flight time of fourteen minutes, the odds of scoring a hit were low.
"Can we get closer?" I said. Each type of ship had a minimum microJump range due to its size. This often led to a complex series of moves and countermoves as the combatants tried to achieve the most favorable position to attack from.
"We'd come out three thousand kilometers from target, Captain," the Jump officer said.
That was certainly close enough to do some damage, but also inside the enemy ship's weapons range.
I opened a private channel to Luechtefe. "What do you think, Inayah? That's pretty tight."
"I've never seen a CDF ship that could put a dent in any of ours one-on-one." Even through the liquid-induced distortion, I picked up her quiet confidence. "Besides, those bastards deserve a bloody nose."
I opened my comms wide. "Engage Jump. Take us in."
A moment later, I felt the strange surge as the Jump drive activated, a sensation of movement in a direction that didn't exist as the ship pushed through dimensions beyond the ones we usually occupied.
According to the sensors, the enemy ship was a little over four thousand kilometers away. The Jump officer had done his usual good job, bringing us to within easy kill range.
"Tactical. Find a firing solution, leave them nowhere to go."
Foster confirmed, and I scanned the information panels surrounding the walls of the SMC. The enemy still couldn't be seen in any real sense, but our computer systems gave accurate information and provided a simulated view of the distant ship.
"Enemy at 355-017-005. Four killstreak missiles, pattern gamma-four," Foster said.
"Target." I waited until the target was confirmed. "Fire."
There was no sound or vibration. The weapons systems were a couple of hundred meters away at the ship's bow, while the SMC was buried deep in the heart, surrounded by armor and systems. 
"Killstreaks launched, Captain," Foster snapped.
The computer threw up a simulated image of the missiles vanishing into the distance—bright flares that grew rapidly smaller.
"Alternate firing solution," I said. "I don't want those bastards to have any chance of getting away."
Foster had another volley set up in seconds, and I gave the order to fire once more.
"Incoming missiles, Captain." Foster's excitement was clear, even through the distortion.
So much for the harmless civilian ship. "Evasive maneuvers. Bring us about. Deploy all countermeasures."
The ship turned, but I barely felt it, cocooned inside my liquid-filled suit.
"They're broadcasting a distress call, sir," said the communications officer. "Using a civilian identification. They claim to be on a humanitarian mission carrying refugees."
"The Corporates helping refugees? That's a good one. Time to impact of our missiles?"
"TTI two minutes."
"Prepare another strike." Some of the ships destroyed by the Corporates had been crewed by friends—people I'd gone through training with. The enemy deserved no mercy.
"But, sir?"
"Do it. They're not getting away this time."
Foster complied, and I waited, mulling over what I imagined was going through the enemy commander's mind. They'd be looking for any way out, any maneuver or subterfuge that would take them out of harm's way, but they had no chance. The missile attack patterns had them skewered. It was only a matter of time unless their defense systems were able to ward off the attacks.
I checked the displays, examining data on the enemy's defense attempts. By now, the Security Margin's Close-In Weapons Systems, or CIWS, should be active, but they weren't.
"Where are her defenses?"
"None detected, Captain," Foster said.
That was impossible. Unless… Could it really be a civilian ship? No, the ship had fired back—it was a legitimate military target. This was obviously some new tactic the Corporates were playing.
"Draeger." It was Luechtefe. "I'm not sure we should—"
"Impact and detonation, sir." Foster's voice sounded cold. "Direct hit on their fusion reactors. Weapons offline."
Disabled? So easily? Spikes of uncertainty shot through me like bolts of electricity. "Autodestruct remaining missiles," I called out, the liquid filling my lungs seeming to boil.
"Too late," Foster announced. "Impact and detonation."
The view of the enemy ship trembled on screen, then a momentary white flash blossomed and the computer displayed a bright sphere of burning incandescence.
"Target destroyed, Captain."
I overrode the fluid system. My combat suit emptied, and as soon as the level was below my mouth, I coughed the perfluorocarbon out of my lungs and snapped open my helmet. "Belay battle stations," I yelled. "Prepare maximum resolution sensor sweep. Intercept course for the Security Margin. Scan for survivors. Prepare medical to receive any injured."
Comms and the helm confirmed my orders, but Foster's words buzzed wetly through the still-dripping speakers in my helmet. "The Security Margin...it's gone, sir."






  
  Chapter Two

Halvorsen Correctional Facility, Proxima


The cell door buzzed several long seconds before it opened, and I tensed. My cell mate, Rian Winzell, was already whimpering, his back pressed against the wall near the stained toilet. The blue light on his MemPlant flickered furiously as it tried to alert the Corporate servers to his distressed state. 
"Take it easy, Rian." My words were accompanied by frosty clouds in the chill air. "They won't be after you so soon."
"That's what you said last time," Winzell squeaked.
"I'll make sure." A wave of guilty heat burned though me. I tried to take care of the youngster, but as I was also an inmate, my protection was limited.
An unscheduled visit likely meant one of two things: the warden wanted entertaining with another war story, or the guards had decided it was my turn to be their punch bag again. As the warden appeared to have lost interest months ago, I assumed it was the latter.
"Prisoners, stand back." 
It was the gravelly voice of Malakin, one of the harshest of the guards. Not a good sign, and I shuffled back against the wall next to Winzell, like him, keeping my hands in plain sight. The door slid open, and Malakin swaggered in, swinging his Shock-Wand in short arcs, like a cat swishing its tail while peering at a mouse. With a sweep of his foot, he kicked aside the makeshift ZHexChess boards we'd set up on the dirty floor. It would upset Winzell, even though I had the position of every piece memorized.
"Prisoner 14178 Draeger will leave the cell," Malakin grunted.
"Where are you taking me?"
"Out."
I nodded to Winzell in a futile attempt to reassure him, then took three steps forward, stopping in the corridor. Despite the fact that I'd gone through this scores of times during my three and a half years at the prison, I couldn't entirely stop the jangling running through my nerves.
"Prisoner, turn left, and march."
Left meant it wasn't the warden. The only things that way were the shower block and the laundry, both frequent playgrounds when the guards were looking for some light entertainment. So it was another fight.
Prison life was strangely similar to space travel: a group of people thrown into close proximity with strangers they had no real connection to. We prisoners lived in the same kind of artificial environment maintained by machinery, and the days passed in a long blur of ennui-inducing nothingness. And likewise, we had no access to the outside—not that there was anything but vacuum out there.
Where it differed, though, was in its calculated abuse of the individual. On a ship, you were part of a crew working together toward a common goal, regardless of rank. In prison, I was nothing but a victim or a plaything to be used according to the guards' whims.
Their most cherished recreational diversion was pairing their favorite inmates and laying bets on who'd win. From what I'd heard, even the warden made a tidy sum on them. The fights were bare-knuckle brawls, and I'd been through several—though I'd lost most of them through refusing to fight. I didn't see any reason to hurt other inmates simply to satisfy the sadistic desires of our captors. If any of the guards had the balls to try it, I'd have happily fought them, but they were never stupid enough to try that.
"Prisoner, halt."
We were at the entrance to the shower block, and I stiffened. It was a beating then, rather than a fight. Even in the damp corridor the acerbic smell of the caustic soap burned my nostrils.
"Inside."
I hesitated. How many would be waiting this time? Five? Ten? They'd have Shock-Wands and batons, maybe metal chains. All ready to beat me until I was a bloody pile on the floor. Then they'd hit me with a pressure hose, blasting icy water into the worst of my wounds to tear the skin further.
The Wand hit me in the small of the back, and I grunted as I half fell through the door, dropping to my hands and knees on the wet concrete floor. I tensed. Ready for the assault to begin any second.The only sound a slow drip of water against the cold astrocrete underfoot. I looked around.
Malakin threw something at me, the thick, brutal mustache adorning his upper lip forming an inverted U. "Clean up and change. You got a visitor."
The greasy fatigues clinging to me were over a month old, and it was even longer since I'd been allowed a shower. The filth and grime was all part of my punishment for refusing to fight. The bundle even included a razor, my grimy, shoulder-length hair and tangled beard testament to how much time had passed since I'd been granted that privilege.
Malakin saw me eyeing the razor. "Fifteen minutes."
I grabbed the soap and razor, then stepped under a shower head and activated it. The spray twisted oddly in the low gravity, and the water was barely lukewarm, but after so long without, it felt like a luxury spa as it gushed over me. The soap was closer to a block of solid chemical etching compound, but it scoured the grease off effectively enough.
As I washed off the caked-on crud, my fingers caught the scars and badly healed tears on my torso. After the beatings there was no shortage of them, some still raw enough to send needle-like stabs through my chest as I touched them. A visitor? Who? My defense lawyer had given up the fight before the trial started, and as for my wife, Phaelyn, she'd initiated the divorce within a couple of weeks of me being charged. I hadn't even seen her, only the papers that came for me to sign.
"Come on, pretty boy," Malakin yelled. "You ain't goin' on a date."
"I always knew you cared, but don't you think watching me shower is a little too perverted? People are bound to talk."
"Get on with it."
Despite his manner, I allowed myself a full eight minutes under the shower, working the grime out of every corner. My visitor didn't matter: nothing would change what happened to me, or what I'd done. But it might be several months before I got another chance to clean up.
I pulled the frayed string to turn off the water and grabbed a coarse towel, drying myself until my skin tingled from the sandpaper-like cloth.
"Four minutes." Malakin bounced the Shock-Wand against the palm of his left hand.
I switched on the razor. It was a crude affair, more like something for use on livestock than for humans. Switching it to its lowest setting, I ran it through the tangled mop on my head, quickly taking it down to a heavy stubble. Piles of hair dropped like a wet mess around me, and I gave my thick beard the same treatment. The razor wasn't good enough to remove the hair completely and left a heavy shadow of stubble, but it was the closest I'd managed to get in a year.
Finally, I gathered up all the hair and threw it in a garbage chute, then pulled on the new prison uniform. The material resembled a wooden board and creaked as I unfolded it, releasing the bitter stink of anti-louse chemicals, but it was clean. It came with a pair of slip-on shoes, and I slid my feet into them as Malakin growled "Thirty seconds."
"Ready."
Malakin sighed, undoubtedly hoping for an excuse to use the Wand again. "Hands."
I raised my arms, and he deftly snapped a pair of MagCuffs around my wrists. I still had no clue what I was facing, but anything that wasn't a beating and gave me the chance to clean up was a good day in my book. Nothing dehumanized someone quicker than preventing them taking care of basic hygiene. They hadn't broken me, but it had been close.
"Does this mean we're engaged?"
"Outside. Turn right. March."
I followed his instructions, not giving him any excuse, and set out along the corridor. The walls had been painted a pale green at one time, designed to promote calm, but much of it had flaked and worn away, leaving bare astrocrete patches. We passed by row after row of cells, each filled with similarly unwashed inmates. A mocking voice drifted out from one.
"Aww, check out the niángpào. Ain't he cute?"
The residents of the stockade reflected the general population, and since the Earth diaspora after JumpShips became available, the common language had become a mixed lingua franca in a confusing melting pot with virtually no rules. I ignored the slur, now more curious about the identity of my visitor. Whoever it was, it was damned unusual.
"Who am I seeing?" It was a risk asking, but worth it if it gave me even a little time to prepare.
"Quiet."
The walk ended at the airlock that led out of the secured wing into the rest of the station. Like many space facilities, Halverson comprised two contra-rotating rings, though in this case they were buried deep inside a giant icy asteroid. One housed the prisoners, while the second held the offices and living spaces for the security personnel. In the event of a major disturbance, the connection could be severed, isolating the prisoner accommodation from the administrative section. As the atmospheric processors were deliberately sited inside the section housing the warden and guards, there'd never been a major riot.
Maybe it was a medical check? They did them at random intervals, and I hadn't been subjected to one since first arriving at the prison.
My stomach twisted as the elevator flipped to reorient itself to the new section's gravity. How quickly could I overpower Malakin? The administrative area also contained the docks, where ships would be available. If I got away from him, I might be able to reach one. Then I could bypass the security and get free and—
My thoughts skidded to a halt as the elevator doors ground open. Far too many ifs and maybes.
"Prisoner. Right turn. March."
I squinted, tears forming in the corner of my eyes. The lighting here was at least twenty times brighter than in the prison area. The low light levels there were meant to reduce the risk of violence, though I'd never seen any lack of it. Judging by the direction we'd taken, we were headed to the warden's office. The guard stopped me outside the double doors and pressed the announce button.
The door slid open, revealing the oversize office. The cell I shared with Winzell would have fitted inside it at least ten times over. The far wall was filled by a display screen showing views of park-like grasslands bounded by distant trees, while the rest of the walls were decorated with cheap prints of famous paintings of astronomical scenes by Ilfa Esemrra.
Warden Bradbury was talking animatedly with someone sitting opposite in a blue-and-red uniform, the creases sharp enough to have been set by a laser. Earth Alliance Guard all the way. A cluster of medals was splashed across his chest—all administrative—and his shoulder was decorated with commander insignia, along with a diamond-shaped badge identifying him as part of the legal division.
"This is unheard of." The warden's waxy skin shone under the bright lights, his close-cropped, almost white hair forming an entirely inappropriate halo around his head.
"These are unprecedented times, Warden, you know that."
"It's still highly irregular." Bradbury stiffened and rubbed the back of his neck. "I will have to record a formal complaint."
The commander smiled, but there was no humor in his expression. A tray with a coffee jug and assorted snacks sat on the table, and the warm aroma of the warden's favorite toasted crumpets filled the air. The crumpets were often present when I'd entertained him with stories, though he'd never offered me any. Apparently the commander was worth the sacrifice. 
"That's always your prerogative. But all you would do is embarrass yourself. You've seen, and verified, the orders from Admiral Cantrell."
"But, still—"
The commander cut Bradbury off with a raised hand. "That's enough. You're dismissed. And take the guard with you."
I waited for the commander to speak, not out of deference but from a lack of care. After how I'd been treated, I was in no mood to smooth the flow of conversation, and my eyes ached after the months of being locked in the dimly lit cells. I glanced at the food. Prison rations were extremely limited—this was a banquet in comparison. The commander had a strange half smile on his face, as if he weren't sure what to expect.
"Thank you for coming, Mr. Draeger. I'm sure this meeting is somewhat unexpected. I'm Commander Kyrianis."
"I didn't exactly have a choice." I held out my wrists, letting him see the thick MagCuffs.
"I'm sorry, I should have thought." Kyrianis looked around the desk. "Here we are."
He pressed a button on the electronic key, and the Cuffs clicked open.
"Please, have a seat, and help yourself." Kyrianis gestured at the tray of food. "You're probably surprised to see me again."
The padded chair was the most luxurious thing I'd sat on for over three years. "We've met?"
Kyrianis avoided my gaze. "In a way. I was involved in your legal case."
A memory swirled up as I poured myself a cup of coffee. "You were part of the prosecution?" I tried to keep the venom from my voice but didn't manage it. "Has the Alliance thrown away even more of its principles and is planning to try me for the same crime twice?"
Kyrianis swallowed visibly. "That would be illegal."
"Such a slippery term these days." It was at least five degrees warmer in this section of the station than in the cells, but that didn't entirely explain the heat running through me.
"I was a junior lieutenant assigned to the prosecution. It wasn't my decision to charge you. If it means anything, I disagreed, but I was ordered—"
"Only following orders?" I grabbed a crumpet and bit into it, the melted spread oozing over my tongue and running down my fingers. Then I swallowed half the cup of coffee in one, the liquid burning as it went down. Damn! Real coffee.
Kyrianis stood, picking up a slim black parahyde case. "This is a mistake. I told them I was the wrong person to send, but I was—"
"Following orders again?"
Kyrianis nodded. "I'm sorry, this wasn't how I wanted things to go." He leaned toward me. "Have you heard the news?"
"Prisoners aren't permitted such luxuries."
"Of course. Three weeks ago, Kailasha base was attacked by Corporate forces." Kyrianis paused, as if expecting a reaction, then continued. "At the time of the attack the entire first fleet and a significant part of the second fleet were stationed there. They were caught almost entirely by surprise and suffered severe losses."
Kailasha was one of the largest EAG space naval facilities outside the Sol system, but it was a training facility—there should never have been such a large contingent of ships in one location. "I'll be happy to share the news, though I don't think many here will care."
"I don't think you understand." Kyrianis rubbed his chin. "We lost over thirty ships in the attack. Nearly sixty percent of the Earth Alliance Guard navy. The base itself is heavily damaged. Rebuilding it will take years, if it's possible at all. And the fleet? That will take even longer."
I drained my coffee cup and refilled it. "I'd almost forgotten what this tasted like."
Kyrianis's eyes widened. "You don't care? You knew people on those ships, had friends among the crews."
"A court-martial has a strange way of changing your priorities," I snapped. "None of those people wanted anything to do with me once I was convicted of wantonly murdering civilians. That was the phrase used in the prosecution's summing up, wasn't it?"
Kyrianis looked away. "I believe so."
I scooped up another crumpet and wolfed it down, the half-melted butter and jelly igniting every taste bud like a honey-filled explosion. "You should try these, they're delicious. No wonder the warden likes them."
"Do you want to hear why I'm here, or should I leave?"
"Oh, please continue. I haven't eaten so well in months."
Kyrianis sighed. "Do you always eat in that manner?"
It took me a moment to realize what he meant. I was leaning over the table, eating with one hand, the other surrounding my plate, ready to beat away anything, or anyone, that came near. In prison, there's always someone who thinks you have too much food, while they have too little. I forced myself to sit upright, but that didn't stop me filling my plate again, or my mouth.
"The Sarissa was at Kalaisha." Kyrianis watched me closely. "I suppose that means nothing either?"
I swallowed the remnants of a crumpet. The mention of my old ship sparked some interest, but I wasn't going to give him the satisfaction of revealing that. "She was a good ship, it'll be hard to replace her."
"She was one of the lucky ones. Extensively damaged, but Captain Luechtefe managed to trigger a Jump before they were destroyed."
"Inayah's a damn good officer."
"Not anymore."
I stopped eating. "A casualty?" My old executive officer was one of the few people who'd tried to stay in touch after the trial—until I'd advised her not to for the sake of her own career.
"Lost both legs in the fires." Kyrianis brought up an image of Luechtefe in a hospital bed, barely recognizable through the mass of charred skin. "Too badly burned for limb regen. If she's lucky, they may be able to interface what's left of her nervous system with Cynetic controllers. The doctors say it's fifty-fifty, though."
I frowned. Inayah was an active woman who'd spent most of her off-time engaged in rock climbing and other outdoor sports. This would be extremely hard on her. "Pass on my condolences and best wishes."
"These are the ships we lost: Aegis, Srivatsa, Glagwa, Qauata, Takouba—"
Damn, that was most of the Carrier fleet. "Why are you telling me this? It's got nothing to do with me, or had you forgotten?"
"Kusangi, Nimcha, Ngombe, Ol Alem, all gone. The Arbir, Brandistock, Fauchard—"
"The Ngombe?" That was one of the fleet's most advanced cruisers. "I'd say you're in serious trouble."
"Not only the fleet: the whole UEA is in tatters, the High Council is on the verge of crumbling. It's not being talked about widely, but the Joint Self Defense Chiefs believe all-out war is inevitable and this is simply the opening move. They're convinced an attack on Earth is imminent."
"No one listened when I pointed out our vulnerabilities." I still burned at the memory of the ignored warnings and strategic reports—the politicians had been underfunding the Fleet for years. "What the hell were all those ships doing at Kailasha?" Keeping so many in one spot was asking for trouble—another recommendation of mine they'd ignored. "The fleet needs to be distributed more widely."
"That takes money. Which we didn't have, and still don't."
"The High Council is squabbling over appropriations after an attack like this?"
Kyrianis nodded wearily. "There's disagreement over who pays what."
My laugh echoed harshly around the office. "I'm glad I'm a civilian."
"You don't have to be," Kyrianis said, his gaze fixed on me.
I stopped. For a moment, not breathing. "Are we done here? I'd like to return to my cell."
"Don't you want to hear my offer?"
"Let me guess: you want to use me in the new recruitment campaign? You too can be a child-killer! Sorry, you don't have anything I'm interested in."
"What if I said I can reinstate your rank, have your conviction quashed, and give you a command?"
A wave of dizziness hit me, and for a second, I wondered if the damn crumpets were poisoned. "I suppose you'll get my wife back too, and my children?"
"That's somewhat out of our control. But presumably there would be a better chance of reconciliation outside jail."
My jaw tightened painfully. Phaelyn had taken the kids and moved to the Reninger habitat in the Alphacen A system, dropping my name in the process. I couldn't really blame her—she'd been hounded by the press and publicly shamed as the wife of the only Alliance captain ever convicted of war crimes. 
I laughed. "I'm sure the JSDC would welcome me back with open arms."
"I have that exact offer with me. Already signed by Admiral Cantrell." Kyrianis slid an eFlimsy at me, his voice dropping to a strident hiss. "We're desperate. We need experienced officers, and you were a top commander in the service, before…"
"Before I went rogue? Before I disobeyed the rules of engagement and killed hundreds of civilians?"
"Your record will be purged of those charges." Kyrianis hesitated. "And if you perform well, your rank may be permanently restored."
I glanced at the eFlimsy. The first page read: "Forget the red tape. Get Draeger out, no delays. Onward!" It had Cantrell's signature and bioscan attached. "I thought you said the Sarissa was badly damaged?"
"She is. We have another command lined up for you—the Hellhound."
"Never heard of her. A new ship?"
Kyrianis looked down at his DataPad. "No."
"What's her designation and class?"
"CSR-37BN. Pellerito Class Cruiser."
"Pellerito?" That class of ship had been obsolete since the early days of the UEA. "That ship must be thirty years old."
Kyrianis nodded. "Thirty-seven in fact, though she had a complete refit five years ago."
"Is this some sort of sick joke?" My skin burned and my throat constricted with anger. "After locking me up like an animal, you want me to take command of a museum piece?"
Kyrianis grimaced. "You'd prefer the alternative?" He opened his hands to indicate where we were.
I rubbed the bristles on my head, kneading my temples with my fingertips. A ship like that would be next to useless in an encounter with a modern naval vessel. They must know that. Which meant only one thing—they were handing me a suicide mission. Despite that and whatever the odds, it would at least give me a chance to turn things around, and to show the nebulous "them" they were wrong. "What's the operation?"
"All in good time."
"Okay. But tell me I'll be getting another crack at the goddamn Corporates."
"That I can guarantee."
The crumpets were suddenly bricks in my stomach. "I'm in. I want my cell-mate released too. I'll use him as my adjutant."
Kyrianis accessed the security records through the warden's desk interface and his eyes widened. "He's a Corporate POW and an imbecile. Not to mention a rapist."
I scowled. "He's none of those. And if I'm going up against the Corporates, he's a perfect source of information in fighting them." It was a lie, but Kyrianis wouldn't know that.
He tapped his fist on the desk lightly. "You can't possibly be serious?"
I stood. "You better have me returned to my cell."
"But wait—" Panic flashed across his face. "Very well. I'll add him to the release order, but he's your responsibility."
I nodded. Was I actually going to walk out of prison? And would I live longer if I stayed?






  
  Chapter Three

Fleet Headquarters. Earth orbit, Sol


Kyrianis fidgeted with his wedding ring as he sat outside Admiral Cantrell's office. The rings they'd exchanged were an archaic gesture that most people ignored, but Rachel had liked the idea and he'd happily gone along with it. Six years later, the touch brought him mentally closer to her and their daughter, Janet, easing his anxiety at the upcoming meeting with the admiral. He stretched uncomfortably, then straightened in his seat, regretting his display of weakness. The multiple Jumps to Halvorsen prison and back had left him exhausted and unfocused. His usual routine didn't include much inter-system traveling. Most of his duties, except for actual hearings, were handled through indirect communication. The only reason he'd made this latest journey was due to the admiral's insistence on sending someone Draeger would recognize and wouldn't blow up at on sight. 
He'd hesitated for a long time over proposing to Rachel, and in the end she'd taken matters into her own hands and proposed to him. It hadn't been simply nervousness on his part. He knew her attitude to the armed forces: defense of Earth and its outer worlds was something for the colonies to take care of, not EarthBorn. The cradle of humanity was battered and bruised after hundreds of years of environmental destruction, and the people who still lived there wanted nothing but quiet lives. The adventurous had left for the stars a long time ago.
It was a view easy to justify. All Outland developments were originally seeded by Earth using her precious resources. Why shouldn't those who'd benefited shoulder the burden as recompense for their independence? Kyrianis had chosen to join the service nevertheless, but even then, he'd done his best to secure a position where he didn't have to travel often and could spend most nights with his family.
The light next to the office door turned green, and the admiral's adjutant sitting at the desk opposite lifted his head. "You may enter now, Commander."
Kyrianis pulled himself slowly out of the chair. The station here maintained a steady one g, while his trip aboard the Agemo had been mostly spent at half that. After ten days of reduced gravity, being back in a full-strength field weighed on his shoulders almost as much as the orders he'd just carried out.
Cantrell sat behind an impressive polished wooden desk, the front of which was inlaid with the Earth Alliance Guard blazon. On the wall behind him were the flags of the Alliance and Earth, mounted on thick golden poles. The admiral studied several e-flimsies and after a few moments positioned them precisely on his left.
"Sit down, Commander. No need for formalities."
Kyrianis lowered himself into the luxuriously padded armchair, feeling not in the least more comfortable, and forced himself to face Cantrell. "Is this a good time, sir?"
The admiral drummed his fingers on the desk as if considering the question intently. "Perfectly fine. How was Draeger?"
It was Kyrianis's turn to hesitate. "He surprised me. I expected that after three years, he'd be more…" He struggled to find the right word. "Brutalized. Or at least less confident in himself, but he seemed as astute as he was when I first—"
"That's Draeger for you. He was old-school. One of the best. I wonder if that’s changed. He seemed competent?"
"For this mission? I'd say so. Though that doesn't mean much, considering—"
"Good. A job well done. The JSDC want to know how badly our codes have been compromised. That attack didn't happen by accident. They knew exactly where, and when, to hit us in order to cause maximum damage."
"But, sir?"
"Eh, what is it?"
Kyrianis shifted in his seat. "The lies about his wife? Was it necessary to do that?"
Cantrell's fingers drummed four times before he responded. "I shouldn't have to explain that these are desperate times, Commander."
"Of course, but…" Kyrianis shifted his gaze from the admiral. "It seems, well, a little unethical."
"We've lost half the fleet. Over ten thousand personnel. Ethics be damned." Cantrell stood and walked over to the Solido starmap that dominated one side of his office—a 3V display taller than he was. "The goddamn Ballenverse. You'd think a sphere one hundred light-years in diameter, containing over a thousand stars, would be enough room for people not to have to tread on each other's toes, wouldn't you?"
"I still feel bad about Draeger." Kyrianis glanced at the ornate clock the admiral kept on a polished side table. If he didn't get away soon, he'd miss his shuttle.
Cantrell turned to face him once more. "Understandable. We're being forced to play a bit of a dirty hand here, but you let me worry about those aspects. Now, I have another assignment for you. Something I'm sure you'll relish after all this time spent behind a desk."
"Oh?" Kyrianis's head seemed to spin, as if he'd stood too quickly in the rotating habitat and triggered some Coriolis-induced nausea. "What's that, sir?"
"The Elanoides is waiting for you. You'll be joining her as a special liaison."
"Space duty?" His stomach flip-flopped. Rachel wouldn't like this one bit. "But I'm a legal officer, sir?"
Cantrell sat back down, staring intently across the table. "It's about time you got some real space navy experience. Some time in the black will look good on your record."
"And what would my duties be?"
The admiral raised an eyebrow at the forgotten honorific. "You will monitor Draeger. Ensure he carries out his orders."
"You mean...follow him?" Kyrianis gripped his wedding ring tightly but found no comfort in the act. "But...my family—" He regretted the words as soon as he mumbled them. A feeling that intensified when he saw the look on Cantrell's face.
"This decision to reinstate Draeger was taken by the JSDC—against my advice and judgment. He was a good commander once, but after such a length of time in prison, it’s possible he's retained little of that. What's more, there's every reason to imagine he'll go rogue as soon as he gets the chance."
Kyrianis frowned. The EAG Joint Self Defense Chiefs controlled and coordinated all of the various defense activities. Any decision they made was inviolable. The admiral was taking a significant risk ordering him to pursue Draeger if they hadn't ordered it.
"The situation is grave, Commander. Needless to say, we are facing a situation we haven't seen since the Atoll War. We can't afford to lose any ship, not even one as obsolete as the Hellhound. The JSDC believes the information Draeger might gather could be critical to the war effort—but I'm skeptical."
The Atoll War had been a brief skirmish that was almost ancient history. It ended when the Atollers moved their entire population away from Earth to create their own independent "scientific community" in the star system originally known as Epsilon Eridani, which they'd renamed Antillia.
"But how, sir? Following someone through a Jump is impossible, isn't it?"
"You'll find it easier than you might imagine. Your ship leaves at fourteen hundred hours. Onward."
Kyrianis saluted and left, doing his best to avoid looking as though he was scurrying away. What will Rachel say?






  
  Chapter Four

EAS Serval. Approaching Prevatte Station, Bessarion system


Life was full of surprises—which was good provided they weren't biting you on the ass. Having suffered the ass-biter variety for long enough, it was a relief to see some that were less hostile. Winzell had been transferred to a courier ship along with me, and we were en route for the Hellhound, my elation at the prospect of taking command of a ship beaten into weary submission by the knowledge that almost everyone would know of my record.
The JSDC may have decided it was a good idea to drag me out of purgatory, but I suspected few others in the service would see it that way—especially the Hellhound's crew.
A commanding officer lived on respect, usually earned through long years of dedicated service to their crews and the ships they served in. I'd had that once, but now? Who would have any respect for a convicted war criminal? And without it, I wasn't sure I'd be able to command anything, let alone a warship.
Even the crew on the ship ferrying us to Prevatte didn't want anything to do with us. We'd been forced to stay in our cabin for the trip, with meals sent in daily. Their opinion of our status backed up my fears of the reception we were likely to receive once we reached our destination.
I stared at the large viewscreen as the courier ship dropped toward the base. We were on final approach, and the clatter of crew personnel readying for docking echoed throughout the small vessel.
The journey had seemed dizzying at first, but soon I relaxed to the familiar pattern of instantaneous Jumps over incredible distances, followed by days of pedestrian cruising as the power levels recharged. Despite the undoubted efficacy of Jump technology, hopping between stars was never especially fast.
I'd spent most of the journey familiarizing myself with the Hellhound's capabilities and the crew dossiers provided by Kyrianis. It didn't look good. The ship was old and, despite refits, would struggle to hold its own in a battle. It was designated a cruiser, but at a length of one hundred and twenty-six meters, wasn't much larger than a modern patrol ship. Its weapons had been upgraded, but there simply wasn't room for much in the way of modern armament. Its Jump recharge rate was slower than a one-legged dog and stealth technology non-existent. I hadn't expected to be given command of a third-generation destroyer, but the ship was more of a poodle than the ravenous creature it was named after.
At the academy, we'd studied various treatises on military tactics and command. Everything from Sun Tzu and Machiavelli to Hanenkrat and Braid, but the one that struck a chord with me most was the writings of Miyamoto Musashi, an extraordinary swordsman and strategist from sixteenth-century Japan who never lost a fight. In The Book of Five Rings, he laid out his principles for being an effective fighter, and I'd done my best to adapt them to space warfare. One of these rules was "know the ways of all professions," which Myamoto said gave an insight into how people thought. Although he meant it more for understanding an enemy, the same applied to people you were living, and fighting, alongside.
On final approach, I brought up the station on the viewscreen, zooming in on the Hellhound on the starboard side of the docking port. Like all modern bases, the habitat sections were hidden inside a large asteroid for protection, with only the docks visible from outside.
"Is that it, boss?"
I caught the skepticism in Winzell's voice and understood it. The Hellhound was a flattened, fat, tapered cigar that looked as though it had been trodden on. Two-thirds of the way along the hull, the bulges of the outrigger Jump field generators flared out, making the ship look even heavier. At the same point, the circular accelerator arrays poked up through the hull, exposing the main power generators and leaving them vulnerable despite the obvious armor encasing them. An antique, even though the ship's lines gave it an air of classic opulence missing in the starker, more brutal designs that were the current mainstay of the fleet.
"It doesn't look like much. But it's a ship," I murmured, more to reassure myself than to defend it to Winzell. This hellhound was more a toothless old mutt.
"And what are we gonna do on that thing?" Winzell frowned at the screen, his thin face and pointed chin narrowing, lending it the resemblance that, along with his name, had earned him the nickname "Weasel."
"My orders will be waiting for me when I arrive, but I imagine we'll be going into action, judging by the news."
During our journey on the courier ship, I'd had plenty of time to catch up with what had happened at Kailasha, or at least as much of it as was available through public channels and the limited classified information I had access to. Most of the first fleet and half the second had been gathered for large-scale war games at the training base in the Chaukee system. Forces from the Coalition of Free Corporate Worlds had Jumped into the system with no warning and attacked, leaving precious few survivors. As a result, the public throughout the United Earth Alliance was calling for blood and demanded immediate retaliation. Not even realizing that given the losses incurred, the Guard was in no position to do that.
Winzell's tongue flicked over his thin lips. "Against the Coalition?"
I nodded. Winzell was originally from the Corporates, known officially as the CFCW and dedicated to economic freedom—for everyone except the majority of their population. He'd been picked up in a smuggling operation ferrying supplies to a rogue faction inside the UEA. "I could probably arrange for you to be sent back to prison, if you prefer." 
His face whitened. "That's base. Wouldn't last a week without you."
When Winzell first entered Halvorsen, his status as a corporate soldier made him an instant target, and the man's scrawny build did nothing to dissuade any would-be assailants. I didn't pay much attention to him at first, but when two men, both far bigger, started beating on him, I couldn't stop myself from interfering. After that, he'd followed me around like a lost puppy.
"Sorry," I said. "That's the best I can do right now. If we live through this, we might be able to arrange something better."
His brown eyes narrowed. "Sounds as likely as StarLeo managing to settle down with Pardusa in WereCat Wars."
WereCat Wars was his favorite 3V show and aimed firmly at the younger generation. "Until I see my orders, I've no way of knowing. It's not likely to be good." If they were desperate enough to pull me out of jail, and allow me to bring Winzell, I was sure the operation they'd given me would be a suicide mission. It didn't matter. If there was even the slightest chance of recovering my honor, and my life, I had to try. I was right all those years ago, and wanted everyone to know that—especially Phaelyn, though why that mattered anymore I couldn't say.
"Anything's better than being back there." He nodded vaguely over his shoulder. "I'll do whatever you want, boss."
I squeezed his arm, his gawkiness obvious through the prison uniform. Like many in the Corporates, he was slightly built. Although the Corporates routinely Geneered their population for working in ZeeGee, the valentropol drug that reinforced the genetic changes was on a strictly pay-as-you-go basis. 
"Let's see what we're dealing with first." A klaxon sounded, warning of imminent maneuvering, and I strapped myself to my bunk while Winzell did the same.
"All hands. All hands." The voice over the ship's address system sounded almost mechanical in origin, even though it wasn't. "Docking at Blenheim in thirty minutes, secure all stations and stand by." 
"Was your old ship like that?" Winzell pulled a snack bar from the pocket of his purple-and-yellow prison clothes. Everything had happened so fast there'd been no opportunity to get hold of more appropriate clothing.
"The Sarissa? She's much bigger and more advanced...or was." I looked across at him. "Why would the Corporates risk such an attack now? They must realize it would cause a huge reaction. The UEA can't possibly ignore something like this."
"We...I mean they, never do anything unless it's a sure thing. How badly was your side hit?"
"Bad enough to leave all our worlds and habs vulnerable." 

      ***I warded off several stares as we jostled our way through the lounges near the docking ports. People could hardly miss our unmistakable outfits. Winzell appeared oblivious to the scrutiny and looked around curiously.
"Let's explore." His eyes glimmered as if he hadn't seen anything as grand in his life. "See what's happening in this place."
"Remember what happened the last time you did that?" I pulled him along, moving fast in the ZeeGee environment. "We need to check in."
Prevatte wasn't much of a station. It was military through and through, gray walls in every direction and plenty of uniforms. Despite that, the walls of the section we were in were more than fifty meters away, providing a sense of freedom after the confines of the prison and the transport. I had the urge to check out the facilities too, but establishing myself on the Hellhound had greater priority.
The military section of the lounge was separated from the civilian area by a wire fence. There was an opening with a guardhouse, and a guard floated out as we approached, yawning as if we'd interrupted his afternoon snooze.
"Papers?" He settled onto the floor, his boots sticking to the surface to hold him steady.
I pulled out my freshly issued ID and waved it in front of the guard's handheld scanner. After a few minutes, it flashed green.
"Go ahead," he said, then turned to Winzell. "You?"
"He's my adjutant," I said.
"Still need to check his papers."
Winzell fumbled inside his pockets, finally pulling out an ID tag, and held it up. The guard scanned, then nodded. "You're good."
I sighed as we passed through the gate. Kyrianis must have worked fast to get both IDs updated so quickly.
Hellhound's airlock stood open, and a small number of people moved in and out, while several others milled around outside. We slipped past a couple of men at the entrance and inside. A corporal with a long, bony face and unkempt beard was half-heartedly directing traffic and pointed at a man in front of us. 
"Stores A. Deck thirty-three. Move it, and no dallying. Next."
I stepped forward, my feet crunching on the ZeeGee carpeting. "Where would I find the XO, Corporal?"
The man looked us up and down as if eyeing something that had crawled out of the garbage. "You better see the CMC. Master Chief?"
His yell brought out a broad figure from a nearby office. "What is it, Jordan?"
The chief pulled himself over, staring at us with the same level of distaste as the corporal, and shook his head. He was a rugged, weathered man, with gray-flecked hair and etched, leathery skin that spoke of years of deep-space experience. His name tag said "Blackwood," and he looked like the kind of man you wanted on your side when the shit hit the fan.
"Fage…they're sending us convicts now?" he growled. "What next? Okay, you two. Crew quarters are on twelve and thirteen. Find yourself a bunk—there are plenty spare, then see the SuppO to get coveralls. I don't want my people puking from seeing trash like that."
"Thanks, Chief," I said. "But I—"
"Now listen good. I run a tight ship here, and don't forget it. I make a point of giving everyone a fair shake. But if anything goes missing, I'll be looking at you. If anyone gets hurt in a fight, I'll be looking at you. And if any of the ship's systems get damaged in any way… If you know what's good for you, you'll behave yourself and keep your noses clean. Then we'll get along just fine. Now, move out."
"Wait a minute, Chief. I think you—"
"You call me Master Chief, and don't forget it." He snarled, and jerked his hand to point inside. 
Instead of arguing, I saluted, pushed along the corridor to the elevator shaft, and thumbed the call button.
"Talk about base. What's his problem?" Winzell said, once we were out of earshot. "Doesn't he know who you are?"
"I have a feeling that word of my assignment is arriving with us. Let's get you settled, then I'll sort things out."
The elevator doors opened, but there was no car. With the ship docked, everything was in ZeeGee, so the cars would be locked in place out of the way, leaving the tunnels open to move supplies in and out more easily. Several people in docking crew uniforms passed us. I swam inside and pointed to the recessed handholds in the walls. Like all ships, the decks were relatively small and stacked in the direction of thrust, so that the main engines would provide acceleration-induced gravity once underway, but for now we could pull ourselves in either direction without difficulty.
We exited the tube at level twelve. The deck was lined with bunks, two-high, some of which were closed off with curtains, while many were marked with blue plastic tags to show they'd been claimed. Historically, such bunks might have been shared between two or three users, but in a modern spaceship, even one as old as the Hellhound, there was enough space for the entire crew to have their own, something psychologically critical in long space journeys.
On the next level, only a few bunks were marked as in use. "Pick the one you want," I said to Winzell. "Then flick the blue tab so people know it's taken."
He selected a bunk far away from any marked as occupied, which didn't surprise me in the least.
"This will do," he said. "What now?"
"Find the supplies officer and get a couple of shipsuits." I pulled at the prison garb and frowned. "We need to get rid of these as soon as possible. And if you can find a set of captain's insignia, I'll make sure you have chocolate pudding for supper."
"Sure thing. Where would I—"
"The ship is in the middle of resupply, so the SuppO is probably somewhere around the main storage lockers." I mentally reviewed the ship's layout. "Start on deck eighteen, and don't be afraid to ask if necessary."
Winzell nodded, but his eyes were wide and his fingers intertwined.
I pointed to a display on the wall next to the elevator opening. "This tells you all you need." A map of the ship appeared when I pressed the button below the screen, with the location of the crew's quarters blinking steadily. "If you get lost, find one of these and it will tell you where you are. Okay?"
Winzell used to have any information he needed uploaded into his MemPlant with no effort, but with no system to link to, the device was useless, leaving him floundering.
"What about you?" he said.
"I'm going to take the less popular route to the Ship's Mission Center."
That was where the captain's quarters would be, and where I'd find my executive officer, Commander Sariah Nguvu.

      ***Despite the Hellhound's relatively small size, there were several ways of moving around the ship. The main elevator was one, and a secondary elevator connected the main decks toward the belly of the vessel. Along with those was a series of ladders and emergency access tubes that allowed someone to travel the entire ship's length, albeit in a roundabout fashion. That's where I headed for—I needed to avoid running into the chief again before I got to the SMC.
The tubes were narrow, but empty. Right now, activity would be focused around the elevator corridors as supplies were transferred into the ship. The lack of gravity made it relatively easy to get around, but I soon tired. I'd tried to stay in shape in prison, but was out of practice with ZeeGee activity. I was also relying on half-remembered information gleaned from the ship's notes and was sometimes forced to double back. By the time I reached deck six, I was covered with a light sheen of sweat.
The area around the SMC was quiet, and I reached the entrance easily enough. Floating in, I spotted someone in the command chair, their uniform epaulets clearly displaying their rank.
"Commander Nguvu. I'd like a word."
She looked around, her dark eyes widening, no doubt at the sight of my prison clothes. Then she stabbed a button on the arm of the chair. "Master Chief? He's here in the SMC."
"I know how it looks." I held up my hand. "But you need to hear me out and check my ID."
"Don't move." She stood, pulled out a service pistol, and pointed it at me. Her hand was steady. On her left wrist was a multi-colored woven bracelet commonly worn by people from the Pelangi habitat.
"I'm the new commander of the Hellhound."
"And I'm a fleet admiral." She grinned. "I don't know what game you're playing, but you chose the wrong time and place."
Two crew members burst into the control room, weapons drawn, and a few moments later, Blackwood appeared.
"Cuff him and take him to join his friend," he said.
The two armed personnel edged closer, using the sticky carpet to control their movements.
"I'm Tarak Draeger, former captain of the cruiser Sarissa." I edged back. "I have orders from Admiral Cantrell to take command. My ID will confirm this."
Nguvu shook her head. "You expect us to believe that? Take him away, and don't bother being gentle."
"Your former CO was Captain Damek Nekola. He was reassigned to the EAS Almaca."
She planted her hands on her hips. "You could have picked up that information from a dockworker. Enough of this, get this garbage out of my control room."
"Wait." That was Blackwood. "Draeger? The baby killer?"
I winced at the nickname, one that had been gleefully brandished by the media after the incident at Sirius.
"You know him, CMC?" Nguvu's gun never wavered.
"No. We never met. But why would anyone claim to be him?"
I pulled out my ID chip and held it out. "Check this. If that doesn't back up my story, I'll do whatever you say." No one moved. "It'll take two minutes. You can spare that much time, can't you?"
Silence filled the control room like a dense fog, then Nguvu spoke. "Pass it here."
The closest crew member reached out slowly and took the ID chip, backed away and handed it to her. She stared at it for a moment, then pushed it into an interface slot in the chair arm. A small screen in the arm lit up, and she read the contents, her lips tightening.
"Shit," she finally said. She snatched the chip from the port and threw it at me. "Shit."
She pushed off from the carpet, diving toward the captain's quarters. She'd undoubtedly expected to be given command after the departure of the previous captain and had moved her gear into the room in anticipation.
"Stand down and resume your duties," Blackwood said. After the two crew left, he turned back to me. "Apologies…sir. It was an easy mistake to make given your...uniform." He gestured at my clothes. "I hope you're not too offended."
Despite the words, his tone told me he wasn't at all happy with having a criminal as a captain."Not at all, Chief. Fleet should have let you know in advance."
"Command Master Chief Liam Blackwood, at your service, sir." He said it not as a greeting, but as an establishment of rank and authority—this was his ship. I was just the one who'd be giving orders.
"My turn to apologize, CMC. I didn't see the insignia earlier."
Blackwood grunted. "An old uniform. I only wear it when we're handling supplies."
"I sent my aide to find the SuppO. From what you said earlier, I take it he was picked up."
"He was caught near the main supply storage, and the crew thought he'd wandered in from the docks."
"Would you have him directed to the supplies officer, please? I'd like something better than these to wear as soon as possible."
"SuppO has been reassigned too, sir. Chief Petty Officer Hennigan, the food service officer, is acting."
That didn't help. How short-handed were we? Had they given me command of a ship with no crew to operate her?
"Hennigan will have enough to do then. Would you ask one of your men to loan Mr. Winzell something to wear, so he won't be picked up as an escaped convict, and send him out to find the items I requested earlier. He'll know what I mean."
"Yes, sir." Blackwood's hand came up in a tentative salute. "Did you really..."
I knew the questions Blackwood wanted to ask, but let them hang in the silence filling the void between us. Did I really attack the Security Margin? Did I murder innocent civilians and children? Was I The Baby Killer?
"Dismissed," I said.
After Blackwood left, I pushed through to the CO's cabin. It was accessible directly from the SMC, so the captain could be on the spot in a moment if needed. Nguvu was pulling items from the locker and stuffing them into a large canvas bag.
"I'm sorry this was dropped on you without warning," I said. "It wasn't my choice."
She didn't look around and continued pushing items into the bag. "It makes no difference. You're the captain. End of story."
I scratched the back of my neck. "That's what the book says, but there are personal aspects to consider. You naturally thought you'd be given charge of the Hellhound, and you weren't. Now you've had a new CO forced down your throat. I understand you're annoyed."
She stopped loading her belongings and took a deep breath. "That's not—"
"Go on."
"Sorry, sir, I can't continue without insulting a senior officer."
"Permission to speak freely. Don't hold back."
She took another breath then jerked around, her dark emerald eyes locking with mine. "You're not just a replacement, you're a criminal. For the last five years, I've served on this museum piece, fighting to keep everything together, even though we've not undertaken anything resembling military duty. And now, they send a psychopath to take over. You know nothing about a ship like this. It isn't like the newer ships that coddle your every mistake, you have to know how to work with what you have."
"I did some studying on my way here, but that's a fair point. Set me up with a full familiarization program as soon as you can. I'll adapt."
She laughed. "And then there's the crew."
"Blackwood seems competent enough. He'll have them ready."
"He was set to pension out after the last tour. Now that's postponed indefinitely. Half the senior ratings have been transferred. The ones left are green, and what replacements we have are..."
"Unmotivated?"
The corners of her mouth twitched slightly. "You could say that. Or you might say we're one step away from a mutiny. Now you come along, no doubt to lead us into action. How do you think that's going to play out?"
Her assessment of the situation confirmed what I'd guessed from the moment Kyrianis had visited me: This would be a bad mission.
"They pulled me out of a prison cell for this job. I never expected it would be easy."
She shrugged. "Let's hope you're wrong." She loaded the last items of clothing into the bag and zipped it closed. "It's all yours, Captain... My transfer request will be on your desk inside an hour."
"Very well," I said stiffly. This definitely wasn't the start I'd hoped for. "Before that, though, I'd like you to give me a tour of the ship and introduce me to the department heads."
Her lips compressed into a tight line. "Am I permitted to stow my gear first?"
"Of course."
She gave a sloppy salute and left. Her feet would have been stamping if that were possible in ZeeGee. Sitting at the comms console on the small desk, I logged in with my military credentials. After a moment's delay, the display lit up showing the standard fleet welcome screen acknowledging my rank and command status.
The ship's computer systems detected the message, and the voice of the onboard AI sounded from the speakers.
"Welcome, Captain Draeger, command transfer logged. For voice recognition and authorization, please repeat after me: Gamma, delta, omicron, nebula, discontinuity..."
I repeated the random words, then placed my palm on the sensor pad to allow the system to read my DNA for final verification. A minute later, the comm system pinged and the computer spoke again. "New orders have arrived for: Captain Tarak Draeger."
The computer's speech had an artificial sound to it, not like the more advanced systems in the Sarissa. Another sign that the ship was older than any combat ship had the right to be.
"Display orders," I said.
"Specify summary or detail." The harsh voice grated through the small speaker.
I groaned, already annoyed at this antique.
"I don't understand that. Please repeat."
"Display detailed orders."
The screen flooded with information. My head ached as I read. Our target, the Sukovaty Communications Relay in the Murashu system, was deep in enemy territory.
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