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About Waxing War

Danny and her allies brace themselves for war.


The bellicose Slavers are hellbent on war.  Danny and the Carina worlds work to find a way out of a seemingly inevitable conflict they are ill-equipped to face…

Waxing War is the fourth book in the Iron Hammer space opera science fiction series by award-winning SF author Cameron Cooper. The Iron Hammer series is a spin off from the acclaimed Imperial Hammer series, and features many of the characters and situations from that series.

The Iron Hammer series:
1.0: Galactic Thunder
2.0: Stellar Storm
3.0: Planetary Parlay
4.0: Waxing War
5.0: Ruled Out
6.0: Stranger Stars
7.0: Federal Force
8.0: Redline Rebels
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Praise for Waxing War:

I feel like part of it. Danny and crew feel like family.

I get lost in the world but more important I get lost in the characters. Highly recommend this series.

The characters are real, fallible, distinct, and dynamic. Action scenes are exquisitely done too, there is one near the end you will not want to put down.

so many little details which make this world truly come alive to the reader.

Cameron Cooper has again outdone himself with this, most recent, book.

I try to focus on the details because this author continuously amazes me on how one missed piece of information can keep you from figuring out the end game.
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“Colonel Andela?” the med assistant murmured. “He’s coming around again.”

I moved over to the bed with its banks of monitors and therapy units and settled in the chair Anderson Marlow had vacated only a couple of hours ago. I hadn’t been able to use it. Sitting and remaining in one place didn’t come easy to me these days.

The room looked like a medium-sized bedroom in a private home, with color on the walls and soft flooring underfoot. The window was a large one, looking out upon the city-and-country patchwork quilt below, and letting in warm sunlight.

The bed and its monitors ruined the homey effect.

Jai Van Veen lay on his side on the bed, the covers drawn up to his shoulder. For the last two hours he had looked like a man merely sleeping, but the measuring devices around him and the assistant interpreting them all assured me he was emerging from an unconscious state.

His face was unlined, youthful. The eyes had lost their crinkles and laugh lines. He stirred, drawing in a swift, small breath. But the eyes remained shut.

I’d been here before, so I leaned forward. “It’s okay, Jai. You’re safe. You can open your eyes.”

He opened them. Dazzling blue pierced me. “Danny…” His voice was a harsh croak, the simple word malformed. The muscles and organs which provided clear speech—tongue, teeth, cheeks, throat and lungs—would all have to get used to talking.

Because I’d done this before, I knew he was disoriented and said, “You’re in Wynchester, at the Laxman Institute. What can you remember?”

His focus shifted away from me. “Terra…” He drew in another long, long breath. “We were there? That isn’t a bad dream?”

Over Jai’s shoulder, I saw the assistant smile. Jai remembered Terra. Finally.

“You were dreaming about Terra?” I asked Jai. I’d been well coached not to lead him in any way.

He frowned. “I think...I don’t know.” He drew another quick breath. “Anderson…”

“He was sitting right here until a couple of hours ago. He was falling asleep in the chair, so I sent him to find a bed. He’s fine, Jai.”

Jai relaxed. A little. The frown came back. “We were on Terra.” His tone was firmer.

“Yes.”

“Dinner…” he muttered.

The assistant nodded, looking even more pleased.

“You remember it now.”

“It’s the last thing I remember,” Jai said. “We sat at the table. You were next to me…”

I let out a sigh of relief. Slowly, so he would not notice it.

“I don’t remember anything more, after that,” Jai added. He stirred, taking in the room. Then the banks of equipment.

I could see him put it together. “Oh, no…” he breathed. He lifted his hand and peered at the back of it. Turned it over to peer at the palm. Anderson Marlow had told me he was looking for the crescent shaped scar on the pad of his thumb, when he did that.

He lowered the hand. “I’ve been cloned,” he whispered.

“Yes, Jai.” I didn’t shift my gaze to look at the medical assistant, but I could hear that she had grown more alert. “Do you want to try to sit up? Carefully—you’ve never done it before.”

Which was a small lie. He’d tried to sit once before. He’d also surged from the bed, hysteria driving him. He’d also slipped back into unconsciousness. Four times so far.

Arnold Laxman had assured Marlow, me, Lyth and others, that this panic upon waking to a new body wasn’t usual, but it wasn’t unknown, either. “The trauma of dying affects everyone differently,” he had lectured us. “And Van Veen’s death was unexpected and doubly shocking as a result.”

“His death also meant the failure of the mission to Terra,” I pointed out dryly. “That won’t bother him at all.”

Marlow rubbed at his mouth, hiding his grin.

In the end, in a particularly delicate operation, Laxman had excised Jai’s memory of dying. “A secondhand report will be far less emotional for him and it will get us past the sticking point.”

So now Jai remembered right up to where Laxman had smoothed out the neuron pathways, and no farther. Last time, he’d not remembered much at all, and the massive disorientation had induced a child-like hysteria, with a grown man’s strength that had taken four people to hold him down until they could render him unconscious again.

I’d had to put Marlow back together after that, too. He’d been one of the men holding Jai down, and Jai had not recognized him at all.

Jai rolled onto his back and sat up very slowly, studying the room and the medical assistant. Then he turned to me. “I died?”

“Yes.”

“Heart attack…stroke? What?”

I drew in a breath. Crunch time. “You were assassinated by the Terrans, Jai. Right there next to me.”

He stared at me. “Why don’t I remember that?”

“Because when you did, you fought the memory. Laxman removed the memory, so you could ease into it.”

He swallowed. “I have to presume you’re telling the truth, simply because it is so unpalatable.” He looked around the room once more. “This is Wynchester?”

“Yes.” I got to my feet. “There is more unpalatable truth to hear, Jai.”

He looked back at me.

“That last memory you have, of the dinner?”

He nodded.

“That was over a year ago, now.”

Jai drew in a breath. “You had to grow the clone. I wouldn’t countenance having it ready, because I couldn’t afford to lose the negotiations, and that felt like admitting defeat before we’d even got to Terra.” He put his face in his hands.

I rested my hand on his shoulder and felt him trembling. “Marlow will be very glad to see you.”

Jai shook his head, ground the heels of his new, unscarred hands into his eye sockets and looked at me. “No. Not yet. Not until…not yet. Just you, Danny. Just until I sort this out.”

I glanced at the medical assistant. She gave a small smile and a shrug. I got the impression that a demand for time alone wasn’t unusual either. Although the whole science of cloning and inserting personalities and memories—which was rapidly becoming known as transferring—was so new that what was considered usual might still be an amazing run of consecutive outliers.

After going through the process of waking Jai, I thought ‘transferring’ wasn’t nearly profound enough a term.

“Sure,” I told Jai. “Until they let you out of here, I’ll keep everyone away.”

I had no idea how to explain that to Marlow in a way that wouldn’t hurt, but I had also been the idiot sitting in an evening gown next to Jai and failed to save him—and security of the mission had been my responsibility. As far as I could see, this one was on me.

Having Marlow hate me for breaking the news that Jai didn’t want to see him just yet was a small price to pay.
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Jai stayed with me for nearly two months.

He tolerated Dalton, although Dalton was so busy with his multiple businesses and projects, he was barely there. Often, he would look for excuses to leave us alone, too. He’d been through the transferring process himself.

I wasn’t Jai’s only companion, though. Coal, who had been declining for the year that Jai was gone, was as much in recovery as Jai. They took walks around the farm together most days, and the length of the walks increased as Jai grew stronger.

Vara spent a lot of time keeping Coal company.

I cancelled all my freight contracts and returned the deposits, which hurt a lot, but I took it on the chin. I settled into the big farmhouse Dalton had built, with its roomy, old-fashioned kitchen at the center, and caught up on…everything. News, gossip, stories I hadn’t seen yet. I ignored the printer in the corner of the room and made food the traditional way, using actual ingredients and blending them together. My cooking improved immeasurably simply through practice. I made cakes and bread. I cleaned. And I talked.

Jai had a lot of catching up to do. He could have learned most of it via the big pad propped in front of him at the heavy worktable in the kitchen, but after a day of endless questions from him, most of them versions of ‘why?’, I realized he didn’t want simple records. He wanted the human meat surrounding the factual bones. The feelings.

I don’t do feelings well, but I was getting better at dealing with them and with the uncomfortable conversations that came with them, so I turned myself into the perfect source for Jai—emotions, insights, the lot.

I caught him up on everyone’s lives, with as much color and feeling as I could manage, while I worked at the table or sat opposite him with my own pad in front of me.

Marlee Colton’s far earlier transfer was just one of the news items I found myself explaining to him. “She elected to have a body started before we left, so her transfer was quicker. And she’s been through it once before, so it wasn’t nearly as…”

“Drama-filled?” Jai supplied as I hesitated. “You can say it. I didn’t handle it well.” His tone was dry—a shade of the old Jai.

“Define what handling it well means, and I’ll run the comparison,” I said crisply. “We all come through it the way we need to. Marlee asked to die on Terra, so she was braced for waking upon Wynchester in a new body. But she still had to learn how to walk again, how to move her body—all the Xaviens do, each time. They don’t have it hardwired into their instincts the way we born humans do.”

I reminded myself that Jai wanted all the color, too, and added, “She was pretty pissed about having to go through it all again. I think if the Terrans had been standing in front of her when she’d got herself sorted out, she would have used her new muscles on them. She was really yanked about losing the smart tattoos. She’s still working to pay for the body, so it will be a while before she can afford to replace them.”

“Isn’t the Laxman Institute footing the bill for her? It was part the deal, for everyone who went to Terra,” Jai said, puzzled.

“It was, but Marlee insisted she has the ability to pay for hers and to give her free pass to a Xavien who can’t afford a body. She’s a very expensive security consultant these days. I think her going to Terra and dying there has added to her reputation.”

“And did they give her freebie to someone else?” Jai’s tone was deeply interested.

“Not yet. Lyth said they wouldn’t give it to just anyone. It had to be someone who Marlee thought deserved it. She’s still thinking about it.”

One piece of news amused Jai immensely, and also left him reflective.

“When we got back from Terra, we learned that Hero was pregnant,” I told Jai.

He had to swallow hastily to let himself laugh. Then he thought about it and laughed again. “Not a sibling, either, I’m guessing, by the look in your eye. They had that long run in Normerican—they must have found native wolves there.”

I nodded. “The Terrans think all wolves are extinct. They haven’t been seen for millennia—the wolves must have learned to hide from humans. The Terrans would shit themselves if they knew they were wrong.”

“Life finds a way,” Jai murmured, staring at the two sleeping wolves in the corner. They spent a lot of time dozing in the heat of the sun upon the slate floor beneath the skylight. “The gestation period for wolves is very short—she must have had the puppies by now.”

“Nine of them,” I confirmed. “And DNA testing shows they are a hybrid of parawolf modified genes and DNA which resembles what was on record as being that of grey wolves. Hero’s puppies don’t bond with humans the way parawolves do, but they’re just as big and strong and loyal. Everyone is calling them demiwolves.”

“What happened to the pups?”

“Juliyana got the pick of the litter. Lyth offered everyone else a pup if they wanted one. No one I knew took one, but friends, and friend of friends, and political associates got one.”

“That would be Kristiana currying favor, I imagine.”

I grinned. “Slate wanted one. He seemed to think that all Carinads had pets. We had to sit him in front of the historical records showing the life of the last wolf, and the history of parawolves and the other types of parapets.”

“Lyth didn’t give him one, anyway?”

“He couldn’t care for a puppy, not with those useless arms of his,” I said, sobering. There was another reason why Lyth had diplomatically refused Slate’s request, but I didn’t share it with Jai because it wasn’t confirmed. It was just my hunch, arrived at because I knew Lyth well enough to guess at his motives.

Another piece of personal news that touched Jai deeply was that Juliyana had delivered a baby boy only three months ago. Lyth and Juliyana had named him Jay Daniel.

Jai had stopped asking questions for a few hours, after I told him that.

After Jai had been acquainted with what everyone he knew had done for the last year, the conversation turned back the subject we both had been avoiding—the Terran Union.

“Some union they are,” I told him. “The civil war between the Constantina and the Florins has sucked in most of the primary families, who have joined up with one side or the other. Peter Kole will talk for hours on who joined who and why, but I fall asleep after twenty minutes of it, so make sure I’m not in the room when you ask her.” I hesitated. “There doesn’t seem to be much of a Terran navy. The soldiers deserted to join their family ranks and they all wear family colors.”

“You still think they’re a threat to Carinads, though,” Jai said. It wasn’t a question.

I answered as though it was. “I’m being called a lot of names for insisting they are. People look at the civil war carnage, point out that it’s been over a year, that the Terran union is as good as dead, and we have nothing to worry about.”

“You’re the only one arguing that’s not true?” Jai asked, sounding surprised.

“I’m almost the only fool saying it publicly.”

“Ah…” His eyes narrowed. “Gratia Rosalie, Arati and Peter Kole and Kristiana, too…they all feel the way you do, but they’re not saying so.” Again, it wasn’t a question.

“I’m pretty sure they feel exactly the same. Everyone who went to Terra feels it to some degree—that this is just a hiccup and Terrans will be back to business as usual as soon as they sort themselves out. But they can’t afford to say so publicly because they’re in positions that can be taken away from them.”

“You’re pretty sure? You mean, you haven’t got around to asking blunt questions yet, Danny? That’s not like you.”

I rammed my fist deeper into the dough I was kneading. “I haven’t really spoken to anyone, much, since…” I concentrated on not pulverizing the dough into a useless paste.

The silence lasted a while. Then Jai said, “You shouldn’t be carrying this by yourself, Danny. We all made mistakes on Terra. I underestimated them, too. You called it even before we got there—they never had any intention of dealing with us honestly.”

“But despite being braced for it, I still managed to fuck it up and get you killed.”

“And now I’m back, so let it go and move on.” His tone was sharper than I’d heard since he’d transferred.

“Okay,” I said heavily.

“Stubborn…” He pointed to the dough under my fists. “You’ve over-kneaded that. Let it recover and punch it down again.”

Surprised, I meekly put the dough under a damp cloth and washed my hands.

“Where does Keskemeti stand on all this, by the way?” Jai asked.

I snorted. “He looks like a lunatic. Terrans, very very bad. Carinads, all of them, angels in disguise.”

“The Humanists must be beside themselves, having him switch sides like that.”

“They followed him right into the mad lands. Their philosophy now is that Xaviens are human apprentices and should be given room to become full humans, while Terrans are not human, anymore, and therefore beyond redemption.”

“Anymore?”

“Keskemeti paid for theoretical research into the genetic drift that separates us from Terrans. He has expert opinion supporting his theory that the Terrans have also drifted, genetically, and now are no longer close to the humans we all came from.”

Jai raised a brow. “We’re the closer, purer humans?” he guessed.

“He doesn’t come right out and say so, but yeah, that’s the gist.” I sighed. “It doesn’t help me look sensible, when he screams about the Terrans coming to get us whenever anyone puts a microphone near him.”

“And where is everyone getting their information about the Terrans from?” Jai asked. “Their broadcasts don’t reach here.”

I told him about the fast, in-and-out runs into Terran space that Eliot Byrne and others like him completed. “They’re information gathering only. Eliot has converted an old pre-crescent ship to a stealth craft, using the tech from the drop ship—although that’s only in the last month or two. He had a dozen techs, engineers and scientists spend nearly a year deconstructing the stealth tech on the drop ship, and while they were doing that, he and a dozen other former wildcatters would jump into Terran space, hang around at the edges of the solar system, suck up all the data and news they could, and jump back. No engagement, very little risk.”

Jai scratched his temple. “They converted a ship which was already converted? They converted a conversion?”

I smiled. “I’m surprised the ship holds together, but the stealth tech works, which means it can avoid combat. Not that anyone in Terran space seems to be paying much attention to what’s in the sky over their heads.” Then I moved away to prepare lunch—one that didn’t require fresh bread.

Two days later, the Terrans raided Carinad space and the wait was over, although most people didn’t realize we had been waiting in the first place.
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On the old stellar maps of the Empire, Blinni is one of the outer worlds, which had merely made the jumps through the old array quicker than a little hop from the center at Triga.

But Blinni was also close to the edge of the Carina arm, which put it uncomfortably close to Terran space.

Arati Georgeson, the Mayor of Blinni, reported privately to Jai, Dalton and me. He shared the screen with Lyth and Juliyana, who listened in while he detailed how the Terran mothership had jumped into real space outside the Blinni station defense shield.

The first thing the mothership did was fire a volley at the old array gate. The gate blew into satisfyingly small pieces. “They’re not slow to learn,” Arati pointed out.

Then the mothership roared toward Blinni. Arati sent up alarm calls to anyone who might be listening, then scrambled to put together an armada of ships with any sort of weaponry.

The mothership had dropped six shuttles as it approached. “One, we could deal with,” Arati said. “Not six.” He added, with a proud little smile sitting at the corner of his mouth, “We stopped three of them, though.”

Blinni, like everyone else, had long ago switched to using molecular barriers for everyday business, instead of the laborious processing of opening and closing outer doors, and the attendant loss of atmosphere and O2. And because they had no idea what the shuttles intended, they were too late to close the doors.

The three remaining shuttles screamed directly toward the station landing bays. One of them was destroyed when Blinni traffic control finally tumbled to what they intended and threw the doors into emergency-close mode.

The second shuttle annihilated itself because the bay they’d aimed at was occupied at the time. The freighter in that bay was being refueled. The fire generated by the high-speed collision had blown out the bay, melted metal and was still burning as Arati reported to us. Even the cold touch of vacuum had only extinguished the flames—while the metal continued to corrode into droplets.

The third shuttle, and the only one to survive out of the six, slid into the empty bay in front of the slamming outer doors.

“I sealed off the bay,” Arati told us, rubbing at the corner of one eye. He was unshaved and bleary. “But they did their own type of sealing. They shot out every last lens and monitor in the bay.”

“Then what?” Dalton demanded.

“Then nothing,” Arati replied. “Five hours of nothing, while we tried to get them to talk to us. I even used that translator program Mace developed and used the Earth dialect. Nothing. No response. Not even a twitch. Meantime, the ships with arms threw themselves against the mothership, which flew rings around them, swatted them and forced them to limp back to the station.”

“They didn’t even try to open the inner doors of the landing bay?” I asked.

“Nope.”

I looked at Dalton. “They wanted the landing bay. That was their goal. So what was in it that they wanted?”

“Pretty sure that, whatever they wanted, they didn’t get it,” Arati said. “After five hours, we popped the molecular barrier, opened the outer doors and turned off the gravity. I wanted to do it sooner, only everyone was screaming at me that it was taking things too far, that we had to give them a chance to open a dialogue.

“When the ships tackling the mothership came back and the managers saw we had twenty dead Carinads, they let me do it.” He grimaced. “The Terrans had taken off their helmets. All of them. Suits are no good without them.” He paused. “We dumped the bodies close enough to Blinni itself that they’ll float right into its gravity and burn up. I turned the shuttle over to our engineers.”

Arati rubbed the back of his neck. “Everyone I’ve spoken to about this thinks the Terran mothership is a survivor of a battle, just looking for sanctuary. They see it as a sign that things are collapsing over there. I tried a couple of times to suggest that it had to be something else, but I couldn’t come up with a good alternative. And no one wanted to try to look for a better answer themselves.”

“Collective denial,” Dalton murmured. “It’s easier to think the Terran union is falling apart.”

“I’m betting that between us, we can come up with a better answer,” Arati Georgeson added.

“What’s in a landing bay that they might want?” Juliyana asked.

“Nothing,” Dalton said. “It’s a bay. Space for a ship, refueling caterpillars they can’t use. The engineering annex with tools that would be useless to them. A man-sized airlock that will let them back out to where they came from. The overhead gantry—but they weren’t looking for a crane, I guarantee it.”

“Ah!” Jai sat back. “You’ve forgotten about the concierge panel. The engineering terminal in the tool annex.”

“Data,” I breathed.

“Access to the universal archive,” Lyth said. “They were after the cloning tech and regenerative therapies.”

“But did they get them?” I demanded. “They have wireless data exchange. It’s clumsy but it would work well enough when the mothership is only a dozen klicks away. They could have been sending data back to the mothership for all of those five hours.”

Arati rubbed his jaw. “I’ll get a forensic tech to look into it,” he promised.

“Don’t bother. I can be there in three hours,” Lyth said. “Danny, can I use the Lythion? I know Lyssa is in town at the moment.”

I rolled my eyes. “Lyssa is forming cobwebs, waiting for me to step aboard. Go.”

•

After the raid on Blinni, everyone with outer landing bay doors all began to use them once more, instead of relying upon molecular barriers, even while they were insisting that the Terrans were harmless now.

The dead Carinads were farewelled or sent to the Laxman Institute for recovery and transfer, if they had that facility set up. The sensation generated by the Terran raid faded from the news cycle.

Jai, though, didn’t let it go. “This shows that they have a leader, Danny. Someone is thinking beyond the civil war and actively attempting to steer the Terran future as a whole.”

“Somebody with ambition,” I added.

Lyth reported to us on his way back from Blinni, twenty-nine hours later. He was red-eyed with exhaustion. “I’m as sure as anyone in Carina space that they did not get anything useful. I think they blew all five hours just trying to establish a connection to our computers that they could use.”

“How long before they do figure that out?” I asked. “I destroyed all our data devices before we left Terra, but there are still four unaccounted-for Carinad ships they’ve taken—they could deconstruct those data cores and figure it out.”

“If they weren’t busy fighting a civil war,” Dalton added darkly.

“Or they’ll go for the even faster option,” Lyth replied. “They’ll learn how to dump the hex-code, take it with them and analyze what it all means later.”

That night, I made a dinner even Dalton didn’t tease me about. Jai had asked if I would mind making the simple stew, which he enjoyed. He had also diffidently suggested that I should invite Juliyana and Lyth to eat with us.

I was surprised and delighted enough to comply.

We sat around the big worktable with a bottle of wine between us, and with three parawolves and a demiwolf sitting politely behind us, drooling and waiting for tidbits. Nasrin—whose name meant ‘wild rose’—was fully grown now, and almost identical to her mother, with pure white, long fur. Nasrin had a single black tuft on her chest, to distinguish her.

Jay Daniel slept in a capsule on the worn sofa in the corner. His twin siblings had been given a rare treat—a night aboard the Lythion, with Aunt Lyssa providing any entertainment they could possibly dream up, built out of her nanobots.

The conversation around the table flowed easily. Jai seemed to be his usual self, which was to say, he thought more than he spoke and when he said something, it was usually worth listening to. Tonight, he spoke rather less than usual and even I could tell there was something on his mind.

While Dalton printed bowls of ice cream for everyone, Juliyana handed Jay Daniel over to his namesake. Jai fed the child, showing a surprising dexterity for a man who had no offspring of his own—or did he? It was the sort of question Jai didn’t like answering. He was still an intensely private man even with me. Perhaps Marlow might know that answer, but he would be just as reluctant to tell me.

Jai let his ice cream melt while he patted Jay to sleep, and we all ate ours.

I put coffee in front of everyone, then looked at Jai. “You called us all here,” I pointed out.

“I didn’t think it was that obvious.”

“Shouldn’t Marlow be here, too?” Dalton added.

“That’s part of it,” Jai said obscurely. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking.”

Juliyana snorted. “Is there anything else you do do, besides think?”

“Talk,” Dalton said, and wriggled his finger in his ear.

We all grinned, even Jai.

Then his smile faded. “I think it’s because I lost a whole year that I think I can see it better than everyone else. For me, being on Terra was only a few weeks ago. For you, it was well over a year ago and the immediate impression has faded. For others who weren’t there, we are all speaking a different dialect. We were there. We saw it.”

We all sobered real fast. Lyth nodded.

“The Terran Union wants a war,” Jai continued. “Their worlds are crumbling without it. They’re propping themselves up with a civil war, but that isn’t binding them together the way an interstellar war did for generations. I didn’t understand that until I was there to see it.”

He shifted Jay in his arms and reached for his coffee and sipped. “The Asgar don’t fight. They direct. So they don’t mind that war gets people killed. It’s only the Ami, the working and fighting class, that take that hit, while the dynasties go on, stronger than ever with a war economy to keep them afloat.” He looked around the table. “War is coming,” he intoned. “And for the record, Danny has insisted that it was. Now, I see why she was right.”

I jumped. “There has to be something we can do to avoid it. We’re not in any sort of condition to fight a war on that scale.”

Jai didn’t answer for a minute and I knew I wouldn’t like his answer. “Once the Terrans have a reason to fight us and not each other, they’ll unite and come at us. There is only one thing stopping them now.”

I felt ill. “They want the regeneration therapies, first.”

Jai nodded. “They’ll keep coming at us, getting more sophisticated with each attempt because they do learn fast, just as Arati Georgeson said. And eventually, they will succeed. Once they have what they want, there will be no reason to preserve us or our way of life, and a great many reasons to drain us of all the capital injections their economy needs.”

“Slaves,” Dalton said softly, his voice thick with loathing.

“You have something in mind, don’t you?” Lyth’s voice was tinged with hope.

“I do, but none of you will like it.

“I already don’t like most of this conversation,” I muttered.

“So, spill it, Jai,” Juliyana said.

Jai didn’t speak at once and the silence filled me with dread.

“I really think…” Jai began, “I believe we, the Carinad worlds, need a centralized authority.”

Amidst the soft sounds of protest and dismay, I heard myself shout, “No!”

I was on my feet. I didn’t remember making a conscious decision to stand, either.

Jai looked up at me. “I know how much you loath that idea, Danny, but it’s the only option we have. We can’t coordinate a war effort without it.”

“Why not? Parts of Terra did precisely that for centuries! And they made out okay! Each little state ran its own army. One of the Terran states—one of the greatest and longest lasting—had a world class military made of provincially-contributed troops.”

“In the time when a letter took a week to travel a hundred miles, I’m sure,” Jai replied.

“So what? It worked. A handful of generals to coordinate, who knew what they were doing—”

“Who directed the generals, hmm?” Jai asked.

Dalton, who had learned the same military history as me, grimaced.

I sat down, shaking my head. “I will not allow the empire to return, Jai. I will do everything in my power to make sure this war is averted, but we have no need to go that far.”

“Then you must ensure the Terrans fail in their efforts to acquire our regeneration therapies and cloning tech,” Jai replied. His voice was gentle. He wasn’t getting angry, and that bothered me the most. He was so sure of himself, he didn’t need to get angry. “I don’t think even you, the great Imperial Hammer—”

“Iron Hammer,” I shot back. “If you must use that at all, get it right.”

“Iron Hammer,” he said in the same even, polite tone. “You cannot turn the tide single-handedly, Danny. Not even you.”

“I’m going to do my best,” I muttered unhappily.

“Not for nothing, Jai,” Dalton added, “But Danny’s best has saved you, me, everyone at this table and everyone in the Carina worlds, at least once.”

Jai grimaced. “I hope that’s enough, this time.”


 

—4—

The day after that dinner, Lyssa took Jai back to Triga where Marlow waited for him, at his request.

I was a free agent again. Only I didn’t feel free at all. Instead, claustrophobia squeezed at me right there in the middle of a giant field of wheat, with the sun overhead and an actual breeze brushing my face.

Somewhere, some metaphorical clock had begun to tick. I wanted Jai to be wrong. I wanted me to be wrong, but I knew I wasn’t. The Terrans would come for us sooner or later. It was up to me to make it later.

It was up to me to…what? I wasn’t even sure what. Put locks on every door, anywhere? Give everyone a shriver?

Life has a funny way of making its own priorities. The need to pay bills, including clearing one of the largest debt loads I’d ever carried, pressed upon me. Dalton had things to do, too. A farm has a non-negotiable timetable that crowded us and pushed other priorities aside.

But still, I had to start somewhere. So I asked Lyssa if she would mind dropping me on Darius City on her way to her latest contract. She, Mace and Yoan were running freight and passengers to raise cash to build a prototype of Yoan’s ship design. With the prototype, they figured they would be able to attract buyers.

I was surprised by Mace’s involvement in the project. He had seemed more interested in becoming the first Carinad expert in all things Terran. We had time to eat dinner at the old crew table in the corner of the diner, on the jump to Darius City and Lyssa joined us at the table. There, Mace explained it to me.

“I can study everything here on the Lythion, when we get new information, and Lyssa is an enormous help with that,” Mace said, swirling his brandy glass. He smiled at Lyssa, then continued. “Eliot Byrne and Seong are very good at gathering up stuff the other wildcatters collect and sending it to me—and they always send whatever they learn.”

Seong’s visit to Terra had changed him. He’d grown up—mentally, at least—almost overnight after our mission. He’d joined Byrne’s crew and the last I’d heard, he had trained himself to be a useful navigator. I think he was still subconsciously looking for his mother. The jumps to Terran space put him closer to her—wherever she was. He was only slightly more obsessed by Terrans and their ways than Mace, though.

I said as much to Mace, who nodded.

“The wildcatter jumps to Terran space aren’t every day or even every month,” he said. “I have to pay bills in the meantime. Being an expert in Terran ideographs doesn’t pay me anything but respect.”

“And usually not respect, either,” Yoan said, earning a scowl from Mace. “Well, it’s true enough. Most people
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