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      The object had entered the star system a mere two cycles before Surveyor-Chief Buoun’s small craft pulled alongside it.

      It had to be a construct. A vessel of some kind. Buoun’s superiors had suspected this when it first appeared on sensors a half-cycle ago, making course adjustments that steered it toward Suuchaat.

      Now that Buoun could see the thing with his own eyes through the windows of his survey skiff, those suspicions were confirmed. Twenty arm-lengths long and cone-shaped, the object appeared composed from a composite of metals, ceramics and synthetics.

      What is it? he wondered and scratched at his throat fur.

      Near him, the skiff pilot made quiet noises in her own throat, indicating a mounting anxiety. The vessel—if that’s what it was—gave off zero comms signals, nothing to indicate life aboard. Unlike his pilot, Buoun felt excitement rather than concern. There was a small chance that the original clans now forming Domain Surface had launched some kind of secret vessel, back before Domain Space’s monitoring became as robust as it was now. Perhaps a vessel sent beyond the solar system for data-gathering. If that were the case and if it were returning with Domain Surface research—illegal research!—then such a discovery would earn Buoun great prestige. Through the excitement came a twinge of fear: the craft would also be dangerous if an enemy crew existed aboard it.

      And then, another thought.

      What if it is aliens?

      His hearts beat hard at the prospect.

      Non-Tluaan life!

      They had presumed such beings existed because of long-range observance of the planet Kh’het 3, almost five light-years distant. But he’d heard nothing about orbital activity around that distant world. And if it had launched craft in the direction of Suuchaat, then surely that would have been detected—there would be panic over such a thing.

      Besides, he thought, this object came from a different direction to the Kh’het star system.

      And now it was here in Chaatu system, decelerating but only two and a half cycles from reaching orbit around Suuchaat.

      “Closer to it, Surveyor-Chief?” the skiff pilot asked him.

      Buoun shook himself. He had been so engrossed in possibilities and questions that he’d forgotten where he was. The skiff had two seats, one behind the other, and barely room to move around them. For the short trip between the asteroid mine and the passing intruder-craft, Buoun had chosen to stand stooped at the silver-furred female pilot’s backrest. That way he could see better through the forward window. Now he was glad that the angle of the glass prevented a reflection in which the pilot might see the anxious twitching of his ears.

      Keeping his voice steady, he said, “Of course we get closer. The orders haven’t changed. Find a way to dock with it ...”

      “... and board it,” she finished, the tremor in her voice obvious. Her ears also twitched.

      “Yes.”

      “Liberty Habitat were unclear as to whether that order applied to both of us,” she started, and he cut her off with an impatient hiss.

      “I’ll go alone.” If we make it that far without it firing at us. “I’ll spend one fifteenth aboard, collect what I can and return.” As long as some scaly-skinned, multi-eyed alien doesn’t tear off my head for a trophy.

      “Docking in twelve two-hundredths,” she said. Now that she wasn’t boarding with him, she sounded cheerier.
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      The accord had been in place for thirty-eight orbits. Thirty-eight orbits of relatively peaceful exploration and expansion for the entire species, finally relieved of the compulsion to destroy, freed from millennia of war and infighting. Domain Surface were free to explore beneath the planet’s mantle, to improve agriculture and renewable energy above it. Domain Ocean developed underwater habitats and commerce, learning to coexist with semi-intelligent life down there and to farm the oceans’ resources rather than abuse them. Domain Moon, though largely beholden still to both Surface and Space for resources, were nevertheless thriving in their own way, settling an airless rock and making it sustainable.

      And Domain Space were expanding the boundaries of the species, growing rich on the bounty of an entire star system … and soon another system if current plans fared well. Decades of peace, stability and development.

      And now, this object. From outside our system!

      It was fascinating! Astounding! And if it proved to be alien, then it had to be braked to a complete stop and soon, before the other domains noticed it.

      As he crouched in his skiff’s mating arm, Buoun watched comms chatter scroll across his wrist device. Some of the Council suggested it could be a bomb. Others that it might be a lost artifact, a boon, something they could reverse engineer to travel fast and free among the stars. If it were the latter, it might accelerate Domain Space’s Kh’het Project, vastly reducing the nine orbits it would take to fly there.

      What if it holds the secret of FTL travel? Buoun wondered.
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      “You think it does?” asked a voice in his ears.

      The pilot.

      Buoun must have spoken the thought aloud.

      She added, “What if Surface wants it and comes for it?”

      “They no longer possess ships capable of that. Not after their ridiculous skirmish over the moon being classed as ‘land’.”

      The pilot chuckled in Buoun’s headset. “They are idiots; it’s true.”

      When he’d been eighteen orbits-old—still a child, really!—Buoun had gambled his entire future on becoming a surveyor, expecting to spend the next ninety orbits sailing among the asteroid fields and small satellite mining operations. After just six orbits of exactly that kind of work, his promotion to Chief had been a welcome surprise, bringing him more intellectually challenging work along with greater status in his clan.

      And now, he thought as he awaited the opening of the mating arm’s sphincter, it has brought me into danger. Locking clamps scraped and clunked and whirred, seeking purchase on the object’s non-compatible hatch, while sealant guns hissed and hummed to establish a viable join. When that sphincter opened, anything might await him. Belly-crawling bugs with acid-breath. Poison atmosphere. Domain Surface warriors with long knives. An automated security system set to incinerate intruders. Anything.

      But. Orders are orders.

      As a senior staffer working closest to the object’s route, Buoun had been the only one in a position to intercept the thing quietly—before it came in sight of the other Domains’ orbitals and satellites.

      And so it falls to me to investigate it. To make contact with any creatures that might be on board. Or with automated lasers, poison gases, electric shocks, acid-breathers …

      “Or perhaps,” he whispered aloud, “to find opportunity.”
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      “I didn’t catch that, Chief,” the pilot said.

      “Talking to myself. Strategizing.”

      “Some news, sir. The object is decelerating further.”

      “Stopping?”

      “If it continues at this rate, then yes, it will. In about three two-hundredths.”

      And being attached now, we are slowing also.

      It was time. The only noise coming from beyond the sphincter were the creaks and clicks of straining metal and plastics.

      “Is the join viable?”

      A pause, then, “Should be.”

      “Open the sphincter.”
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      There were no belly-crawlers, no acid-breathers, no electric shocks, long knives or automated security lasers. There was atmosphere—though it was stale and under-oxygenated. Buoun kept his suit on while the skiff repressured the compartment beyond the sphincter, and while the sensors on his wristwrap tested for toxins.

      At twenty arms in length, the object was a little shorter than his skiff. This compartment took up perhaps one third of that length, sitting between whatever drive housing lay at the rear end and the vessel’s thick and enclosed nose section. There were recognizable details, particularly a central square console welded to the “floor”. Everything seemed oriented with reference to this central chin-high pillar and to this this floor, indicating the makers thought in terms of up and down like Tluaanto did. If he turned off his helmet-beam, illumination was minimal, leaking from tiny globes scattered here and there along walls, the ceiling, the central console. Many globes weren’t working. No windows or viewports either. There were screens on the console, four of them, one each side. Another was set into the wall between the cabin and the vessel’s drive or engines which had powered down now.

      Buoun noted all of this during a slow circuit of the cabin, relying on his magnetic boots to anchor him. Writing abounded, on labels, signs, even on the floor. The figures were different to the various rune-systems used by the Domains. But there was a lot of repetition, and he thought with a few months of work he’d be able to make some sense of them. He’d always enjoyed language-learning, had once thought of training as an envoy, a diplomat.

      He was about to call to the pilot to relay his initial findings when a small silver panel set on the console’s flat top drew his attention. Or rather, it was the imprint upon it that drew his attention—a crafted depression in the shape of what had to be a hand. Five digits, one opposable. Narrower than most Tluaan fingers, shorter than crafters’, longer than warriors’. But the palm was about the same size.

      “Remarkable!” he gasped and had to force himself to control his breathing as he began to hyperventilate. There could be dozens of reasons and purposes for that handprint. A sign of the builders’ nature to curious finders like him. A personalized control for the missing owner of the vessel. Or a generalized control of some kind.

      His gloved hand hovered above it. The idea was dangerous, but someone had to put their hand there.

      “I don’t,” he whispered, quietly enough that the suit wouldn’t interpret it as a message for the pilot. He thought, We can have engineers over here soon enough to investigate and see what it’s connected to. Again he thought of explosives, electric shocks. Perhaps, if he touched it, it would release a kind of robot from a hidden alcove to kill him. Or restart the engines and send him hurtling through the system and out the other side.

      “It’s an invitation,” he told himself, following some intuition, some instinct, his hand closing toward the panel. “They wanted the finders to put their hands there.”

      He was right.

      Beneath the pressure of his palm, the panel immediately glowed purple. He felt a humming through the deck as power came on around the small chamber. Yellow lighting flickered to life along the roof. And then a ball of light bloomed from the top of the console, rose into the air and hovered there, sending Buoun staggering back into a wall, his hearts racing, mind babbling shock-induced nonsense.

      “What is it?” the pilot demanded in his ears. “What’s happening?”

      “It’s—” he started, then his breath caught as the ball of light resolved and morphed into an image.

      “It’s …”

      A three-dimensional image of another creature.

      “It’s …”

      A creature not from his star system.

      “It’s magnificent,” he finished and ignored the string of questions coming from the pilot after that.

      It revolved slowly, but otherwise, the image didn’t move. This meant he could stay where he was and still study it in detail. The creature was beautiful. Bipedal. Roughly Tluaan-shaped. Clothes covered its torso, neck, upper arms, legs, and feet. It was impossible to tell if it was actual size or a representation; if to scale, then the creature would stand no higher than Buoun’s waist, but he suspected it must be taller to have hands the size of that palm print. Light brown and mainly-hairless skin showed on its exposed surfaces. A curly thatch of dark fur upon the scalp. Its teeth were bared, and they were very white, mainly the flat molars of a herbivore, though there were also meat-teeth top and bottom. Like Tluaanto. After three revolutions, the image came to life, but languidly, its arms rising to chest height, palms turned upwards. It spoke. The voice was deep, and the language flowed, words merging together like the language of the Harimirim clans who now comprised Domain Ocean. It looked a little, he realized, like the tree-dwelling and fruit-eating bubunuims who had lived in a colony near his home village when he was a boy, just before the establishment of Domain Space. Gentle, playful creatures he had all but forgotten, so long had he been off world.

      Images appeared and flowed in a crescent around and over the creature in a rainbow of data. Flying vehicles. Buildings. Different versions of the creature’s face in pale skin, dark brown, black. Long scalp hair, short hair, no hair, curly, straight, wavy, light-colored, dark-colored. Hands appeared bearing writing implements to sketch figures in the air. The main creature shrank to a smaller size, was joined by one with different clothing and hair and skin; they embraced, separated, stood together with teeth bared, staring toward Buoun’s belly. They joined hands. And then they faded away, leaving him with an instant and profound sense of loss. He wanted them back. He wanted to see—

      A screen on the console came to life, divided into a grid of squares containing various icons. Buoun was not ready to touch any yet—though he would and soon—he was still absorbing everything he’d just seen.

      These aliens were advanced and therefore powerful, but if they were not obfuscating, then they seemed peaceful, as befitted the bubunuims they resembled. And if they had sent this envoy craft, this negotiator vessel, especially to make contact, and if it carried no biological weapons, no disaster, then the craft would definitely benefit Domain Space.

      Buoun had begun a career in space survey, had risen to a supervisor rank faster than his peers. But even at this young age, it had become a boring life. Now he had an opportunity indeed. A new career loomed, possible, tantalizing. Buoun could become an expert in the alien language and technology. His childhood fancies of being an envoy could be realized in becoming an envoy to aliens! He would craft a message to send back, invite them here, establish a relationship. Having been the first point of contact, and having learned their language and their ways, he would be the chief conduit of commerce and learning. Buoun might become the most important Tluaan ever born.

      “Pilot, a change to the plan. I’m staying here a little longer.”

      A pause, then, “How much longer?”

      “How much food do we have?”

      “Enough for three or four cycles.”

      “Then there is your answer.”

      Buoun switched off his communicator. “Yes,” he told the screen full of icons. “You are both the opportunity and the challenge I’ve always wanted. I will learn to be the envoy you need and my people need. I will learn your beautiful language and learn it fast. And when your envoys come here in an orbit or two, I will be ready.”

      An orbit or two, he thought. Plenty of time to learn a language.

      He returned his hand to the purple panel, and the hologram shimmered and reset, and it started its message from the beginning.
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      Crouched in the rocky tunnel, Xerxian Tactical Enforcer Antonia Jogianto wriggled her nose as sweat ran down from between her eyes. She kept both hands on her pulse rifle, refusing to show weakness by wiping away the offending droplet, no matter how much it itched and tickled.

      Worse than the sweat was the lack of visibility, the fact that she couldn’t see out of the tunnel and into the asteroid’s interior cavern.

      She was stacked two back from her commander who’d put himself up front of the strike team’s line. Even crouching, Colonel Fowler was a head taller than her. The Confederation Peacekeeper sergeant stacked between him and her was a shorter guy, sure, but he was broader. From her position, only a tight wedge of cavern was visible through the tunnel mouth. She would be running into an area she hadn’t been able to scope personally.

      This is bullshit, she thought. Nah, it’s worse than bullshit, coz bullshit don’t get ya killed.

      Sure, she had Fowler’s eye-feed playing in the corner of her retinaid, but it wasn’t the same as seeing something for yourself. The transmission lacked depth. And it was tiny.

      The bead of sweat reached the tip of her nose. She tried to blow it off quietly, without alerting the woman behind her in line. The drop just sat there, irritating her. Torturing her.

      It was goddamn hot in the tunnel, and in her body armor.

      And Ana was nervous as hell.

      Her clan trainer’s number one motto had been, “True Tacticals are not afraid.”

      But the guy was a moron.

      Nothing wrong with a few healthy nerves, she told herself. It’s a sign of intelligence in a dangerous situation. And when you’re jammed between a wuss of a Peacekeeper in front and a dog’s wife behind you …

      As if reading her thoughts, Tactical Enforcer Hecate Morales muttered an insult at her back. Ana didn’t give her the pleasure of showing she’d heard it.

      Goddamn this.

      If she’d been second in the queue, she’d have a better view over Fowler’s shoulder—and she’d be in the position that was rightfully hers, the one she’d occupied for her past five live-fire missions. But the Confeds didn’t want to watch Xerxians fighting through Eye Cam Feed; they’d insisted on sending some of their own dumbass Peacekeepers along. She should be staring at the back of Fowler’s hair. Instead, she was staring at a Confed helmet.

      What was this idiot sergeant’s name? Wets, Wex … Wepps. That was it. Stupid name for a stupid tulalâ.

      It was all politics is what it was. Directly behind her stood her five Tactical comrades. Behind them, several more dark-blue Confed Peacer uniforms made up the end of the stack. Blue uniforms and weakling helmets with their visors retracted, helmets like Wepps’s in front of her.

      Never know, she tried to encourage herself. Good ol’ Sgt. Wepps might catch a laser round that’s meant for me.

      Maybe the extra firepower would be worth having. As well as the extra targets …

      The thought cheered her up, allowing the knot in her gut to unwind a little. The bead of sweat dropped from her nose, relieving her …

      Then Hecate nudged her in the small of her back. And the knot in Ana’s gut wound tighter.

      Hecate had had her eyes on Ana’s 2IC position for months. Two more promotions and both of them would have their own team. But Hecate was three years younger than Ana’s twenty-five—

      Nowhere near the veteran I am.

      —and possibly hungrier for honor and glory. Hecate had taken advantage of every opportunity to needle and undermine Ana. For months now. It was reaching a point where Ana would have to do something about it …

      For now, she had to satisfy herself with the mental image of punching her teammate in the throat. But maybe during dinner, she’d slip this bitch a goofie and perform a little minor surgery on her when she’d passed out. Nose job? Lip job? Ear job? Ana smiled: it was sure fun to think about.

      “Sorry to bump you,” Hecate murmured. She was leaning too close, her voice too loud. “Hope I didn’t distract you.”

      Ana’s smile evaporated. This time, she did turn her head slightly. Enough to murmur back, “Distract this” as she flipped the bird.

      Hecate laughed a low laugh.

      Concentrate, Ana told herself.

      She had to focus. Forget Hecate. Any second now, they’d be out in the cavern. Any second now, the shooting would start.
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      The starship Assured’s bridge was crammed. Standing room only, and even that was hard to find. Ordinarily, less than a dozen personnel would staff this room. Today eight technicians had crowded in as well, updating modules, running diagnostics, even taking snack orders—any excuse to be here for the action!

      There was also Ambassador Chris Gregory, serving as observer. And he was not enjoying it.

      The lack of seating and the constant ebb and flow of busy crewers had forced Gregory to the very edges of the rectangular room. Accustomed to the comfort of his diplomatic yacht—and to sharing it with a personal crew of two—Gregory muttered curses as he pressed himself into the nook between a sensor station and the back-corner data-library station. It was hot in here, stuffy, and tangy with electrical tastes and body odor. Those Assured crewers wearing lighter-colored uniforms had dark sweat patches creeping from their armpits. They all smelled like they needed showers—badly!

      One technician avoiding another coming the other way pressed against Gregory for a few seconds—completely obstructing his line of sight to the forward viewscreen where the day’s important action was depicted. No apology was offered. The bump of a shoulder, then a hard weight pressing into his ribs, before the woman moved on and left Gregory rubbing his chest and breathing through his mouth. The close proximity of so many bodies was unsettling, claustrophobic. Whatever happened to the generously expansive starship bridges from fictional nanobooks? On those, nobody jostled, everyone was provided with a chair or stool, and people’s grooming was impeccable.

      It was so crowded today that his assistant had been forced out into the short corridor between the bridge and the lifts. Gregory huffed a humorless laugh at the memory of Grace Renny’s pissed-off expression as she’d moved outside. As a veteran “minder”, losing sight of her boss never sat well with her, even if that boss was standing in the heart of a starship surrounded by the safest people in the Confederation.

      A male crewer hurried past, his body odor pungent enough to wrinkle Gregory’s nose. The crewer quickly exchanged money with the communications officer. They were betting, no doubt, on the outcome of the mission playing out on the screen ahead.

      Betting, Gregory thought darkly. And we’re all meant to be on some kind of noble endeavor here. The Assured is the Confederation’s beacon of moral authority, and her crew are gambling on who or how many will die today.

      Commissioned almost seventy years earlier, the Assured had been one of the first starships departing Foucault’s Moon with a double-barreled brief: pare back the scourge of Xerxian piracy, and rebuild ties with Foucault’s sister planets after humanity’s greatest dark age. Those sister planets had been separated for centuries by the devastation of the PBT pandemic, then by centuries of local quarantine, of societal and technological breakdown, and in some places—such as the Xerxes system—of feudalism and lawlessness. Assured and her sister ships had been designated Reconcile-class. In those days, they’d carried over two hundred and fifty crew, more than twice as much as Assured now carried—and if Gregory thought the bridge was congested today, his mind boggled at how much more crowded and stinky ship-life must have been in his grandfather’s days.

      He glanced left past the doorway to where the stocky Red Squad Peacekeeper on bridge duty was squashed into an alcove of his own. He appeared stoic about it—but then as a soldier, he was no doubt accustomed to conditions like these.

      Peacekeeper marines, Chris Gregory thought. Seventy years ago, the Assured’s marine complement had numbered four times her current ten. Back then, she’d also carried two fighter-interceptors whereas now she only carried one. Utilitarian in shape and design, Assured was nowhere near as graceful as the larger and younger Escort Carrier Bountiful sitting six kilometers above her and to starboard. But both ships shared the philosophy of interior design that discouraged people sitting when they could be standing. While Bountiful’s bridge was a spacious crescent-shape winding around the forward edge of the ship above a massive open-mouthed hangar deck, Assured’s bridge was this blocky six-by-four-meter box buried deep in the center of the ship where it was hardest for a particle-beam or missile to reach.

      It had been ten years since anyone had fired anything at this particular Confederation ship. The offenders back then had been a swarm of smaller Xerxian pirate vessels from the Star Killer faction who, at the time, had been harassing Centauri system for over a century. There was nothing left of the Star Killers, nothing beyond the debris clouds they had been blasted into.

      Today’s mission was intended to neutralize the pirate menace forever, eliminating the final rogue warlord and allowing Xerxes itself to come under the civilizing influence of the Democratic Confederation of Human Colonies.

      At least that was the hope.

      It wasn’t Ambassador Chris Gregory’s hope.

      Chris Gregory had his doubts.

      He craned his neck around the streams of crewers manning and tuning sensors and weapons controls so that he could keep watching the forward viewscreen wall. The multiple video streams were even more unsettling than this overheated room. Through the eye-cams of the raiding party, the tight tunnels and uneven features of Asteroid CP11X’s interior kept jerking and bumping around. Each time Gregory focused on one of the Eye Cam Feeds (ECFs), he felt his lunch rising. But he had to watch. He had to bear witness to this. As an ambassador, it was his duty, no matter how much violence sickened him.

      Too small to read from his position at the back of the bridge, information dribbled in letters and symbols across half the ECFs—those of the ship’s “Blue Squad” Peacekeepers. No words or symbols appeared on the other seven feeds, those belonging to the Xerxian Tacticals nominally in charge of the mission. The final feed was from the chest-cam of an Assured medical corpsman bringing up the rear.

      Two meters back from the forward screen, a long operations board allowed for monitoring and control of the ship by her captain, her two helmsmen, and her XO. With all the data streaming to that board from the other workstations, Captain Pan Xinchun and Commander Wisdom Chinyama should have been as frantically busy as most other bridge personnel. But the pair stood watching the screens like Gregory did, occasionally pointing or murmuring with their heads together. Chinyama, being the taller of the two, had to stoop a little to achieve this. Gregory wished to hell there was space for him to be over there with them; whatever they were discussing was definitely his business too; he’d be the one coordinating the follow-up negotiations with the ruling “Sevens” Party back on Xerxes.

      A console operator called, “Away team approaching red zone,” as various ECFs showed the stack of soldiers turning a corner in the narrow tunnel. The space there might have been pitch-black since the feeds were uniformly vision-enhanced, tinged with green.

      A woman working the sensors beside Gregory offered him a brief grin. “Kill-or-capture mission. Don’t get many of these, eh? So exciting.”

      Gregory returned her smile politely and thought her naïve. She was easily his age, mid-forties. She should have had a little more perspective. And maturity.

      He sighed and fidgeted, trying to get comfortable. Perhaps he was being unkind toward her, labeling her naïve. He was stressed, that was the problem. He would no doubt witness a person die via that screen soon, and the idea was making him crazy.

      Kill-or-capture mission, he thought. An excuse for the Xerxians to ignore the ‘or-capture’ clause and focus on the ‘kill’ part.

      “Away team reaching red zone,” called the console operator.

      At the same time, three ECFs showed the Xerxian Tacticals leader, Colonel Fowler, squatting and raising a closed fist for the fireteam to stack behind him and wait.

      “Quiet on bridge,” Captain Pan hollered. Light gleamed from his oiled-back hair.

      Noise on the bridge fell away. Those crewers without actual stations scurried out into the hallway where they piled around the doorway to watch. Grace would be further irritated with them being between her and her boss.

      Onscreen, Colonel Fowler said softly, “Team in place. Hostiles ahead: two at my one o’clock and six at ten o’clock.” Fowler’s ECF showed him looking into a wide cavern, flaring with lights and rimmed with cabinets, trestle tables, camping cots, and carry-cases. Gregory could make out the eight people in two clusters across the cavern, forty or so meters away from Fowler’s position.

      “Here we go,” Gregory whispered, and hoped to God he really wasn’t about to watch someone die.
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      Two at ten, six at two. Ana repeated Fowler’s words to herself.

      The colonel would head right toward the group of six. The next in line, Sgt. Wepps, would go left. Following alternating procedure, Ana would head after Fowler. Fast. The pressure was on her to get in behind him immediately, to protect him and add her firepower to his.

      Her hands squeezed tight around her PR19’s firegrip and foregrip. What was taking so goddamned long? What was he waiting for? The enemy were right there.

      Wepps extended an arm out past her so his own troops could see his signal—a Peacer gesture she couldn’t decipher.

      She cursed under her breath. She was no stranger to firefights. But this was the first time anyone—to her knowledge—had ever vidded her before. Maybe that was the main reason for her nerviness.

      Godrotten Confeds. Why they gotta do this?

      Later, some DCHC key-pusher would play back her record, going over and over it, adding notes for some bureaucrat’s file. Prissy old men and women might analyze every step she took today. Little weaners who didn’t know the killing end of a pulse rifle from the tip of a dessert fork.

      Concentrate, idiot, she thought and once again wished Fowler would just move and get this over with.

      She wriggled her nose again, rolling her shoulders under her ballistic vest. Their target—Warlord Luján and his remaining crew—were feisty bastards with great reflexes. Their pirate weapons only had one setting: kill. Ana’s new Confed PR19 was set to stun.

      The problem with stun is that it doesn’t always stun. So her original Tactical Trainer had told her. “Peacekeeper” marines used them a lot when they were taking Nakayama Station off of us. For a lot of our guys—when the Confeds didn’t hit them just right—stun only made them madder.

      The Trainer had laughed at the end of that little speech.

      Ana could only hope he’d been joking.
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      The teams hadn’t moved yet. What the hell was Fowler waiting for, Gregory wondered. A clean kill shot? Was he imagining all the children he’d leave fatherless and enjoying the fantasy?

      Stop it, he reprimanded himself. Such cynicism toward a representative of the ruling Xerxian faction was unbecoming a diplomat. If only it hadn’t been a Xerxian who’d killed his predecessor. Sure, it wasn’t one of the Sevens faction. But really, in his very private opinion, all Xerxians were the same, regardless of faction.

      Besides, the team’s weapons were set on stun. No one was dying today.

      Fowler’s helmet jostled, jerked forward. His right hand came up with three fingers extended.

      And Chris Gregory’s breath caught in his throat.
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      Fowler raised a gloved hand, three fingers extended.

      Part of Ana was immediately relieved at the sight. But her heartrate sped up, nevertheless.

      Fowler dropped the first of the three fingers—

      Three …

      The second—

      Two …

      And put his hand to his rifle as he charged forward.

      Go!

      Ana surged forward after him, ready to cut right. Her rifle tracked toward a surprised-but-moving target across the cavern, her finger curled over the trigger.

      She fell, sprawling.

      Her weapon discharged twice before she got her bearings enough to get her finger off the trigger. One of the stun bolts kicked up dust near her; she had no idea where the other one went. Hecate clambered over her, stepping on her thigh for leverage. Ana caught a gleaming smile before Hecate focused on the people she was trying to shoot, and was gone, running past.

      The bitch. The bitch!

      Ana hadn’t tripped.

      Hecate had pushed her.
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      Peacekeeper Corporal Chipper Tukimatu rushed along the tight asteroid tunnel. Despite hunching over, his helmet scraped the ceiling a couple times. He kept his weapon angled to the floor, trying to see ahead of him, trying to move without stepping on the heels of Peacekeeper Westermann in front of him.

      Already, shouts rolled out from the cavern ahead, accompanying the dull crack of stun-bolts. It was pandemonium out there, and he needed to be in amongst it, helping the team.

      He hustled toward the opening, last in line except for the corpsman. At the opening, just as he was raising his weapon and seeking a target, Westermann fell with a surprised yelp. It took him a second to analyze: a burn to her thigh, the pain just registering in her eyes as he drew alongside. Chipper juked right, making it harder for her shooter to hit him too. He hoped the corpsman would help her without injury to himself.

      Weapon up, Chipper kept his big frame moving, glad of the lower artificial gravity on the asteroid. His gaze swept the wall opposite him. The shot had come from high—he’d just made out the laser flash as it hit her. Where…? There! The sniper was ten meters up, crouched on a rock ledge, his muzzle tracking Chipper. As if dodging a rugby fullback, Chipper dove left for the doubtful cover of a wooden crate. Light flashed over his shoulder, and he smelled ozone. In midair he turned, twisting his rifle. A millisecond before his shoulder hit the ground, he squeezed off his shot. Impact: both his body impacting against the ground, and his stun pulse impacting the shooter. The sniper spasmed and toppled forward, rolling off the ledge. Chipper gasped.

      “No! God!”

      Going against his training, he squeezed his eyes shut before the man hit the ground. But even above all the shooting and shouting, even all the way across the cavern, he heard the sickening crunch of the body landing. Time continued to slow for him.

      He collapsed onto his back, tinnitus ringing in his ears, nausea hitting him in the gut, guilt swelling up from his conscience. Killed him. I killed him. He’d never taken a life before.

      His heard his father’s laconic voice murmur in the back of his mind, Shouldn’t have joined the Peacers then, ey, boy? But there was nothing joke-worthy about this.

      And then he heard his Marine trainer yelling in his head. Move move move move move!

      He obeyed, rolling on to his feet and coming into a crouch. Avoiding looking at his kill, he started scanning the scene. It was chaos. Peacers were in cover behind turned over tables or crates, or prone on the ground, or crawling for better positions. They were firing—occasional laser bursts lanced out from the enemy positions, but most of the fire was stun-bolts. A couple of pirates were retreating down another tunnel. Three, it looked like, were trapped behind boxes near another exit, pinned down. Three more were prostrate and unconscious. Apart from Westermann’s injured leg, none of the other soldiers seemed hurt except …

      Wepps!

      Oh crap! The sarge wasn’t moving.

      Four meters back from Wepps, another woman—a Tactical!—had fallen also. He vaguely remembered dodging her as he’d exited the tunnel earlier. The woman was getting up but carefully, and he wondered if she’d been hit, so he got up and jogged over, keeping low. He reached for her, asked if he could help—and winced when she bared her teeth at him.

      Sheesh, I’m only trying to help, he thought. It was her turn to be up and jogging now, jogging away from him. Her angry rejection stung him. But not nearly as much as the guilt of killing that sniper.

      Again he heard his father, this time from a memory, Boy, a fella like you, the Peacers is no place for him. Stay here. Work the fish farm with the rest of us.

      His eyes found their own way to the crumpled body across the cavern.

      “I wish I had, Dad,” he murmured. “Right now, I wish I had.”
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      More people jostled Ana with thighs and knees as they pushed past her coming out of the narrow entranceway. The dusty air pulsed and sizzled with weapons fire. A laser sliced into a Peacer woman a couple of meters ahead of Ana’s position. The woman went down.

      Shit, she’ll lose that leg, she thought and started to belly crawl fowards. Goddamned Hecate. She’d screwed this up.

      A navy-suited Peacer glared back at her from where he’d found cover behind an upturned table. “Nice one, pusbrain,” he spat.

      What?

      Another Peacer loomed over her, startling her so that she almost swiped at his legs with her weapon to knock him down. Everything about this guy was big: body, thighs, upper arms, head, even those soulful eyes. His skin was a shade or two darker than her Filipino-descended skin. And if she’d thought Wepps had big shoulders, this guy’s could prop up a roof! “Help ya?” he asked.

      She snarled wordlessly and got to her feet, brushing by him, scanning for targets. She needed a target. There! Sixty meters from her position, one pirate was bolting between a line of boxes and a tunnel opening. She got off a shot. Missed. “Hack it!”

      A pulse grenade went off—behind the crates the pirate had fled from. Two other hostiles staggered from their cover there to collapse in the dust, hands over their ears, writhing. Tacticals moved in on them.

      “Hack it,” she repeated. The firefight was over as quickly as it started. She’d missed the whole damn thing.

      Because of Hecate. Where was she, where was that—?

      Hecate was thirty meters away. Standing close to Fowler and deep in conversation with him. Their backs to Ana, they were apparently watching Tactical Olesco fumble his way through getting cuffs on a downed pirate.

      “So that’s your plan, bitch,” Ana muttered. Push me out the way to get closer to Fowler.

      Checking the state of her uniform, she brushed dirt from her chest-armor and forearms, then surveyed the rest of the cavern. There were three exits off the wall opposite, and it didn’t look like anyone had gone chasing down those yet. Five pirates were down, it appeared, one of them dead judging by the angle of his neck. How did that happen? Another was on her knees in surrender; Tactical Manolo applied cuffs to her. Tacticals Umbrano and Dayang had their noses in a crate—Ana knew them too well. They’d be pretending for the ECFs, commencing a rough catalog of Warlord Luján’s inventory; but the ECFs couldn’t read their minds, couldn’t tell Assured’s officers that Umbrano and Dayang were secretly deciding what was worth looting from these boxes once the ECFs were off.

      Someone had to go guard those tunnels against possible reprisal.

      I guess that’s me.

      She started forward and passed the Peacer team leader Wepps who was prone and unconscious.

      There’d been four Peacers assisting the Tacticals. The big guy with the little boy eyes was checking on a pair of unconscious hostiles. The woman with the lasered leg was spitting and swearing while the medic cut up her suit leg with heavy shears to get better access to the wound—

      “Looks like he got you with a lucky shot,” the medic was saying, “right in the seam between armor plates.”

      “Goddamn combat suits never treat me right,” the woman growled back.

      —and Sgt. Wepps with the flat-nosed one who’d called her pusbrain caring for him.

      “He dead?” she asked the man. Wepps didn’t look dead—no blood, no visible laser scorching.

      “You braindead?” the man replied.

      Screw him; she was only asking. Ana gave him the bird. She had plenty of bird to go round.

      Fowler separated from Hecate, aimed at one of the tunnels. Hecate pirouetted, chin up, checking the ceiling for drones or cams. She lowered her gaze once to throw Ana a wink.

      Ana saw red then. She changed course. She had the rifle up and centered on Hecate’s back and her finger inside the guard when Fowler barked, “Jogianto! Stow that now along with the attitude. Your mistake. Your problem.”

      Reluctantly, Ana lowered her weapon. She shoved me, she wanted to tell him—and she would later.

      “And that’s not your worst problem,” said Olesco in her ear.

      The lean and curly-haired Tactical had come over from the crates he’d been checking. Olesco had been born in the same shanty town as her. She’d seen him around during their childhoods and educations. And then they’d ended up in the same Sevens Party Tactical class. Since then, he’d been someone she trusted—for six years now, he’d always been an ally. Also, he’d spent a few nights in her bed over those years, which had been pleasant too. His voice was half-sympathetic, half-amused as he added, “You realize who downed the Confed?”

      She frowned and looked toward Wepps again.

      The corpsman had moved to the prone sergeant now, injecting him with something. The Peacer who’d called her pusbrain was upright and sending Ana a withering look.

      “I downed him? I … didn’t …” But maybe she had. She’d fired twice. The first round had hit the ground, but the second—she had no idea where that went. “I stunned him?”

      Olesco nodded sympathetically, patted her shoulder and pushed his prisoner past her toward the tunnel mouth.

      “It wasn’t me.” Then louder: “It wasn’t me. It was her!” She pointed across the cavern.

      Hecate laughed. “Nice try.”

      People were staring at her. No one was buying it. Not her own people. Not the big Peacer with the little boy eyes. As far as they were concerned, she’d tripped and shot the Confed. Positioned now in a tunnel mouth, Fowler turned his back to it, his hard gaze raking the cavern. As it passed across her, it hardened further, narrowing like someone focusing a laser beam. Inside her soul, she burned with the touch of that gaze. It moved on, but the meaning stayed with her. She’d be disciplined for this. She might even lose ranking. Lose it to …

      She swore, locking eyes with the woman who’d caused this.

      Nice and slow, enjoying it, Hecate flipped Ana the bird.
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      Chris Gregory hadn’t realized he’d come out of his alcove until he was halfway across the congested bridge and the firefight was halfway done. Now that it seemed to be over, he pushed his way to Captain Pan and asked, “What’s happening? Luján is dead?”

      Captain Pan acknowledged Gregory with a nod then pointed to a freeze-frame from someone’s eye-cam. “Went down that tunnel.”

      “How do you know that?” Gregory asked. He hadn’t heard any of the soldiers report that.

      Pan quickly pointed to one of the feeds. “Saw it on that cam.” Then he leaned toward his XO, resuming their quiet conversation.

      Gregory waggled his fingers at a nearby crewer to get her attention, then asked her, “They’ll give chase? You think they’ll chase him?”

      “Hope so,” she said, grinning.

      Hope so! She was another one who saw this as entertainment. “Well, why haven’t they, do you think?”

      As Pan had done, she gestured to the screen. “Check it out. Looks like a couple of them might be getting ready to do it now.”
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      Fowler had waved Ana over to his position. “You’re with me.”

      “Sir, I—”

      “Shut it, Jogianto. Luján went this way. Let’s concentrate on that.” He raised his voice. “Hecate, in Wepps’s absence,” a glance at Ana, “you’re in charge here. Umbrano, you’re with Jogianto and me.”

      “Sir,” Ana said. “One of them went down that tunnel too.”

      He squinted at her. “You sure?”

      She opened her mouth to answer, but Umbrano coming nearer answered for her. “I saw it too.” Umbrano scratched at his beard; his eyes were a little wild, the pupils a tad too dilated; he was high again. And Fowler didn’t seem to notice nor care.

      “All right. Pick a buddy and go find her. Jogianto and I will take Warlord ourselves.”

      Umbrano grinned and hollered at Tactical Manolo to come join him.

      “Should we take a Peacer?” Ana asked.

      Fowler shook his head and strode away. “Tight tunnel. Two’s plenty. Unless you doubt your own ability to walk competently.”

      She swallowed a curse and followed him. It wasn’t right, Hecate doing that and getting away with it, making her look like a fool.

      Maybe it’ll show up on these ECF feeds.

      Unfortunately, all Hecate had had to do was turn her gaze upwards for the split second it took to—

      Trip me. Bitch!

      The tunnel swallowed them like the mouth of some beast. She hated tunnels. Hated tight places. And this was tight, as he had said. At least this one had tiny light globes set regularly along it and she didn’t have to switch to infrared. A dozen paces inside, Fowler stood aside and waved her past to take point. Was he going to shoot her? Don’t be stupid, she told herself; he’s giving you a chance to regain status.

      They followed the twists and turns of the tunnel for what seemed like a kilometer. It seemed to be taking a long time, but when she checked the time stamp in her retinaid, it had only been five minutes since they’d left the cavern. Light bloomed ahead, indicating another open area. Perhaps one of this asteroid’s hangar airlocks.

      Something jostled the back of her rig. She startled, turning. Fowler’s hand was moving back to his weapon.

      “What did you do?” she asked.

      He smiled. His smiles were so ghastly, Ana found she preferred him angry. He tapped his rig, then pointed at hers. “My comm has mysteriously stopped transmitting. And now yours has too.”

      Her hand went to her rig, but she didn’t turn it back on. “Stopped…”

      “Must be mineral deposits in the walls, or a magnetic field causing the interference.”

      “They … won’t buy that,” she said carefully. “Sir.”

      He winked. “Normally. I prearranged some programming that will indicate interference in the feed signature.”

      “Clever,” she said. “But why?”

      “You have a chance to make up for your error earlier. Sometimes in mistakes there are opportunities.”

      “I didn’t make a mistake. It was—”

      “Jogianto, I don’t care. The opportunity for us is that when you stumbled, after your weapon discharged, the rifle struck the ground and its selector accidentally switched to AP, to full power.”

      “But it didn’t.”

      Fowler sighed.

      They traded stares for a few seconds while her mind worked. Then she got it. “You want me to …?”

      “Yes. Problem?”

      “No, sir.” She edged toward the light showing around that corner ahead. It was no loss to the universe if Luján died. The guy was a devilish bastard who’d killed a lot of Tacticals in his time, along with innocent “collaterals.” And if this was her chance to undo what that bitch Hecate had done …

      … then why did she feel so bad about doing it?
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      Chipper helped the corpsman get Wepps on his feet. The sergeant was groggy and mumbling about pins-and-needles in his extremities, but the medic seemed to think being upright was the best thing for him.

      Standing nearby, Corporal Stines asked Wepps, “Permission to kick that woman’s ass, sir?”

      “Fine with me,” called the Tactical designated as Hecate by his HUD. The woman had an ugly scar across an otherwise finely sculpted face. She was getting cuffs onto two groggy pirates. “She’s always been a little clumsy.”

      Wepps rubbed at his arms as Chipper let go of him and swayed a little as he found his balance. “Inquiry will sort it out.”

      Stines growled, “Sarge, you’re taking this well. She shot you.”

      “With a stunner.” Wepps yawned.

      “It could’ve been set on kill.”

      “And it wasn’t.” Wepps reached out and slapped the man’s webbing. “Help the corpsman carry Westermann out of here, Peacer. Put your energy into useful things.”

      When the man had grabbed his end of the stretcher, Chipper told Wepps, “That woman, Jogianto, she said it was the other chick who stunned you, sir.”

      Wepps raised an eyebrow. “Chick?”

      “Er … lady. Woman. That one with the scar who was behind her in line.”

      “She said she shot me?” Another yawn.

      “She actually said ‘it was her’.”

      Wepps rolled his arms and took an experimental step, then had to grab hold of Chipper’s webbing to stay on his feet. “Well, Corporal, whichever one of them did it, I can only hope Colonel Fowler will kick their ass for me. Coz this is truly an unpleasant experience.”
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      “Why have those two feeds gone down?” Gregory called to Captain Pan.

      Pan just shook his head, clearly irritated with the ambassador’s interruptions. Well, get used to it, Bubba. I’m meant to be in charge here.

      It was left to the XO to answer. Commander Wisdom Chinyama turned his ever-patient face toward Gregory and told him, “Signal reads as if it’s scrambled. Might be a magnetic field. Or the pirates may have scramblers down there.”

      “So how do we find out what’s happening?”

      Without turning, Pan said, “The old-fashioned way, Ambassador. We wait. And they tell us later.”
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