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HMS Lion and HMS Unicorn have made it home from their first mission against the alien virus, opening the way for humanity to take the offensive.  Now, a major fleet is readying itself to depart into enemy space, intent on smashing the virus’s ability to wage war and destroy the threat once and for all.  And Captains Hammond and Campbell will take the lead.

But humanity itself is buckling under the strain of endless war.  The stresses of fighting are tearing the fleet apart.  And a very personal betrayal threatens to plunge the captains and their crews into a bitter feud, deep in alien territory.  The stakes could not be higher ...

... And the risk of total defeat has never been so great.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue


[image: ]


From: Admiral Paul Mason, Director of Alpha Black, Special Projects

To: Admiral Susan Onarina, CO Operation Lightning Strike

Admiral Susan Onarina

As per your request, my department has spent the last two weeks conducting an extensive post-battle analysis of Operation Thunderchild.  This has not been an easy task.  The much-touted bioscanners were nowhere near as efficient as we were assured - surprise, surprise - and the urgent need for a retreat from the targeted system ensured a significant lack of late-stage data.  In short, there is a sizable question mark over both the data we collected and our conclusions and I would be remiss in my duties if I did not bring that to your attention.

However, a number of things can be said with a fair degree of certainty.

The BioBombs were less effective than we had hoped.  They certainly lacked the punch of an enhanced radiation weapon.  However, once the biological agent had established itself on the planetary surface it spread rapidly.  We believe it achieved effective continental saturation within two or three days of its deployment, destroying the virus’s chain of communication as it spread.  It took longer for the viral package within the infected hosts to break down, but it is clear that the BioBombs took their toll.  The infection was uncontainable without extreme measures.  We assume the virus was as reluctant to cut off a limb to save the body - if I may use a crude metaphor - as ourselves. 

It cannot be denied, as some officers pointed out, that the BioBombs are weapons of genocide.  The counter-viral package is far more effective, and dangerous, than the tailored viruses released on Earth during the Age of Unrest.  It is also clear that the virus is unable to counter the infection without doing immense damage to its organisation and communication.  In short, unless the virus finds a way to counter the threat, we can expect to eliminate the infection from our worlds in very short order.  This will, however, condemn the virus’s hosts to death.  Our attempts to save hosts under laboratory conditions have had mixed results.  We cannot offer any sort of guarantee the host will survive, even in ideal circumstances.  The infected hosts on occupied worlds are certain to die, if we release the BioBombs.  Frankly, if our backs were not already pressed firmly against the wall, I would urge the PM and the other world leaders not to deploy the BioBombs.  We will be killing millions so billions might live.  

That said, I am not sanguine about the virus’s inability to devise a response.  Biological weapons do not survive, obviously, in the vacuum of space.  The virus can rearrange its ships along more human lines, relying on communications networks and datanodes to handle matters rather than blending viral matter into the control systems.  We expect some degree of early awkwardness, if the virus tries, but it does have access to experts!  If nothing else, it can simply copy our designs and integrate human systems - and our electronic servants - into its fleet.  I don’t know if there would be some improvement in efficiency - the virus does not appear to have problems handling its fleets, despite relying on biological networks - but it would certainly make it harder to get the biobombs onboard.  The marines might have to storm the entire ship to wipe out the enemy presence.  It would be considerably easier to simply insert nuclear bombs, then detonate them as soon as the marines withdraw.

A more serious possibility is the virus copying the biobombs and deploying biological weapons of its own.  It has, so far, been reluctant to commit population-destroying atrocities - although it has shown a frightening lack of concern for civilian casualties - but that may change if it feels truly threatened.  As strange as it may seem, the virus may well regard its losses so far as effectively immaterial; a real threat to its very survival may provoke a nastier response.  We simply don’t know.  But, as I said, our backs are against the wall.  We have no choice.  We must use every weapon at our command to win before we lose everything.

It is my very strong feeling, Susan, that we should launch Operation Lightning Strike as quickly as possible.

Yours,

Paul.
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Chapter One
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“Do you hear that?”

Richard Tobias Gurnard turned over, momentarily unsure of where he was.  In bed, with Marigold ... they were in London, he recalled suddenly, visiting the capital city before they reported back to HMS Lion.  He sat up, blinking in confusion as the emergency lighting came on.  The hotel room, a grotty singleton that was all they could afford, had an air of unreality, as if he was still asleep.  He glanced at his wristcom and frowned.  It was the middle of the night and yet ...

He felt a frisson of fear as he heard the scraping sound in the corridor outside.  The hotel was relatively quiet, he’d been assured; the manager had made a point of assuring his guests that the walls were completely soundproofed.  It wasn’t the sort of place that served breakfast in bed, or did anything beyond the bare minimum.  The peeling paint on the walls, and the scent in the toilet, suggested the owner simply didn’t give a damn.  And yet ...

“I can hear an alarm,” Marigold said.  She sat up next to him, arms crossed over her breasts.  “Can’t you?”

Tobias listened, carefully.  The alarm was very faint, if indeed it was an alarm.  He wished, suddenly, that he’d paid more attention to the emergency procedures displayed on the wall.  His CO would have a lot of sharp things to say, if he knew; he’d insisted the gunboat pilots had to learn as much as possible, even if - technically- they didn’t have to know anything outside the scope of their duties.  Tobias felt his ears prickle as the scraping sound grew louder, wondering - suddenly - if the manager was trying to sneak into the room.  It was possible.  He’d certainly heard a lot of rumours about cheap hotels in London.  And yet ...

The wristcom bleeped an alert.  Tobias glanced at it and froze.  BIOLOGICAL CONTAMINATION DETECTED, LONDON.  Sheer horror held him paralysed for a long chilling moment.  Biological contamination meant that someone had deployed a biological weapon ... no, that the virus had gotten loose in London.  He remembered the sensor recordings from the previous mission and shuddered, helplessly.  If the entire city had been infected, they were screwed.  They had no weapons, nothing beyond their masks.  He hadn’t thought to bring an emergency kit.  It had never crossed his mind he’d need it.

Marigold swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood, hastily donning her clothes.  Tobias followed suit, eying the wristcom as if it were a poisonous snake.  He wanted to believe it was a false alarm, but ... his mind raced, trying to determine what they should do.  The room wasn’t airtight.  It certainly wasn’t isolated from the remainder of the hotel.  A viral outbreak in the right place - or, rather, the wrong place - would spread through the hotel very quickly.  The scraping sound grew louder.  Tobias cursed under his breath, wishing - for the first time - that Colin had accompanied them.  His former bully turned marine would have been very helpful in a tight spot.  But Tobias had never even thought of inviting him.

“Someone is right outside,” Marigold said, so quietly she was almost subvocalising.  “That lock isn’t going to hold up for long.”

Tobias nodded, curtly.  He was brave, as brave as brave could be, behind a computer terminal ... or, he admitted to himself, when he put his hands on his gunboat’s controls.  It was easy, somehow, to pretend he was still playing a game even when he flew the gunboat into combat with a fleet of enemy ships.  But in the real world, he knew he was a coward.  He’d put on some muscle since joining the navy - Marigold and his CO had convinced him to spend more time in the gym - but he was all too aware he couldn’t push anyone around.  Sweat trickled down his back as he donned his mask.  No one, absolutely no one, had a legitimate reason to break into their room in the middle of the night.  The manager - or the police - would bang on the door, then wait for the occupants to open it.  Whoever was on the far side, they weren’t friendly.  

The lights went out.  Darkness, warm darkness, enveloped them.  Tobias sucked in a breath as Marigold activated her wristcom, using it as a makeshift torch.  They hadn’t thought to bring flashlights either.  Tobias hesitated, then picked up a chair as he heard the lock starting to give way.  It wasn’t an electronic lock.  The lock and key were something out of a period drama.  Tobias suspected, in hindsight, that it wasn’t as charming as he’d thought.  The lock could be opened by anyone who had the key, a copy of the key or the tools and skill to simply pick the lock.

He took his mask and pressed it against his face, then held the chair at the ready and waited.  In hindsight, he should have brought his pistol.  Military personnel were required to be armed at all times, in a world that could shift from peaceful harmony to screaming chaos in the blink of an eye.  His CO would probably scold him for not being armed ... Tobias prayed, as the lock clicked, that the CO would have the chance.  The door opened, so violently Tobias almost dropped the chair.  A shadowy figure rushed into the room, running towards Marigold.  No, towards the light.  Tobias panicked, bringing the chair down on top of the figure’s head.  It crashed to the ground, then kept crawling forward like a giant crab.  Tobias stared in disbelief - blood was leaking from a nasty wound to the head - and then brought the chair down again.  The figure - the zombie - didn’t seem to notice.

Tobias realised his mistake, a second too late.  The zombie infection was in complete control of the host’s body.  Crushing the zombie’s head wouldn’t kill the host.  The host had died when the infection had taken root, then built control structures within the body.  He felt a stab of pity as the zombie reared up, hands lashing out towards him.  He kicked the zombie as hard as he could - not hard - and then brought the chair down again and again, breaking the zombie’s legs.  It wasn’t enough to do more than slow it down.

“That was the manager,” Marigold said.  The man had once been jovial - and sleazy enough to make Tobias want to take a shower after shaking his hand.  Now, his body was a mangled pulp that was somehow, absurdly, still trying to advance on them.  “We have to get out of here.”

“Got it,” Tobias agreed.  He checked that his wallet was still in his pocket - he had a feeling he’d need ID, when they ran into the police or the military - then keyed his wristcom.  There was no update, nothing to indicate the authorities were already moving to contain the threat.  He hoped - prayed - they were.  They should be.  The military had plenty of experience deploying troops to counter everything from riots and terrorism to outright viral infections.  “Where do we go?

“Out of here,” Marigold said.  “Quickly.”

Tobias nodded as he made his way to the door and peered outside.  The corridor was dark and silent.  His imagination insisted it was as dark and silent as the grave.  He told that part of him to shut the fuck up, then forced himself to think.  The hotel wasn’t that big.  If the manager had been infected ... it was possible the other guests had also been infected.  If there were other guests ... it was that sort of hotel.  Tobias cursed under his breath.  He didn’t have any night-vision gear, no way to see in the dark.  And even if he could, the viral particles were too small to see with the naked eye.  He touched his mask, checking - again and again - that it was firmly in place.  Breathing deeply might be enough to get him infected.  He wouldn’t even know until it was far too late.

And the moment they see our lights, they’ll know we’re there, he thought.  The virus didn’t even need to do that.  If there was a sufficient concentration of viral matter in the air, the virus would be aware of their presence even if it couldn’t infect them.  He wanted to go back to the room, barricade the door and wait for the police, but he knew that might just get them killed - or worse.  The zombie behind them was - somehow - still alive.  We have to move fast.

He glanced at Marigold, her face pale and worried, then told himself to be brave as he inched down the corridor.  The carpet felt soft under his feet, their passage making no sound at all.  He thought, just for a moment, that he could hear men and machines in the distance - helicopter blades clattering against the humid summer air - but the sound didn’t seem to be coming any closer.  Ice washed down his spine as he remembered the reports from the last mission.  The infected world had been hot, very hot.  The virus had been able to survive in the open air, to the point that opening one’s mask was effectively committing suicide.  He found it impossible to believe the virus could last indefinitely in the British weather - it would rain sooner rather than later, if he was any judge - but it could do a lot of damage before it died.  Someone who got infected, without ever knowing they were infected, could do one hell of a lot of damage before they were tracked down.

The air grew warmer as they reached the stairwell and looked up and down.  Tobias tried to think what to do.  In a video game, they would head upwards and find their way to the roof and then jump from rooftop to rooftop until they reached safety.  The real world was much less obliging.  Colin and his comrades might be able to get out of the trap that way, but Tobias had no illusions about his lack of physical prowess.  He’d always been picked last for games ... he put the memory out of his mind as he started to make his way down to the ground floor.  The stairwell was cramped, narrow enough to make him feel almost claustrophobic.  The darkness seemed to reach out and touch him, as if monsters were lurking within the shadows.  He shuddered, helplessly, promising himself he’d move to a lunar city or an asteroid settlement as soon as his enlistment was up.  His country hadn’t treated him very kindly.

Lights flared, outside.  Tobias flinched, hefting the chair as if he expected someone to come crashing through the windows.  He’d known the windows were there, but ... he stared into the darkness.  The lights just added to the air of unreality.  He forced himself to move faster, reaching the bottom of the stairs as the sound of helicopters grew louder.  The building rattled as the aircraft flew over the hotel.  It felt as if they were only an inch or two above the rooftops.  

Marigold shined the makeshift torch ahead of them, then froze.  A body was lying on the ground, a child ... Tobias stumbled backwards, swallowing desperately to keep from throwing up inside the mask.  The body was a shifting mass of ... he recoiled, unwilling to look at the figure.  It had to have been a child, but the body was so badly warped that he couldn’t tell if it had been male or female.  The darkness swallowed the body as they picked up speed, hurrying towards the door.  It was closed and locked.  Tobias gritted his teeth, suddenly very sure there was something nasty right behind them, and hit the door as hard as he could.  The lock shattered.  Tobias blinked, then stumbled outside.  Blinding lights struck them a second later, so bright his eyes hurt even after he squeezed them tightly shut.  Marigold whimpered.

“DO NOT MOVE,” a voice bellowed.  “DO NOT MOVE!”

Tobias froze.  His eyes were still closed, but he could hear men running towards them.  The light dimmed suddenly.  He risked opening his eyes and saw three men in heavy-duty HAZMAT suits.  Their eyes were hidden behind their masks.  He shuddered, suddenly all too aware that the troops could be infected themselves.  And yet ... he couldn’t move.  He could see more troops on the other side of the road, guns pointed directly at Tobias and Marigold.  He wanted to scream at them, to insist they were pointing their guns at friends, but he couldn’t say a word.  The troops didn’t know any better.  Tobias himself didn’t know any better.  The virus might have already gotten its hooks in them.

He offered no resistance as they were shackled, then pushed towards a large open-topped lorry.  The troops pressed samplers against their necks, testing their blood for any traces of infection.  They relaxed, slightly, when the tests came back negative.  Tobias wanted to suggest they be unshackled, but the words caught in his mouth.  A handful of other people were already in the lorry, their arms and legs shackled to metal railings.  They looked as shell-shocked as Tobias himself.  The troops half-pushed, half-lifted him into the lorry and shackled him beside the others.  Marigold followed a second later.  Tobias gritted his teeth as the UV lights grew stronger.  In theory, if one of them were infected, the infection wouldn’t spread to the rest.  In theory ...

The virus managed to get a foothold in the city, he thought, numbly.  A pair of helicopters flew overhead, spotlights stabbing down at the ground.  What else has it done?

The lorry lurched into life.  Tobias gritted his teeth as the vehicle rumbled down the eerie street.  The sky was still dark, but the spotlights lit up the community with a blinding light that cast out the shadows.  There were hundreds - perhaps thousands - of troops on the streets, all wearing masks if they weren’t wearing HAZMAT gear.  A row of AFVs sat beside a barricade, one clearly thrown up in a hurry.  Tobias shivered.  He’d walked past the barricade only a few short hours ago, back when the world had made sense.  The barricade hadn’t even been there.  London had shifted from an old city, repaired and rebuilt after the Troubles and the Bombardment, into a Lovecraftian nightmare, a horror from the days biological weapons had been deployed by terrorists and rogue states alike.  He’d heard the stories - he’d studied the official version in history class and the unofficial version on the dark web - but he’d never really understood the reality.  It had been nothing more than history to him, until now.  He shuddered, again and again, as they drove past more troops.  They looked ready for anything.  Tobias devoutly hoped that was true.

“STAY IN YOUR HOMES.”  A police car drove past, blue lights flashing as the message was repeated time and time again.  The racket was so loud Tobias was morbidly certain no one, absolutely no one, was still asleep.  They’d be having nightmares long after the night was over.  “STAY IN YOUR HOMES.  STAY OFF THE STREETS.  IF YOU FEEL UNWELL, CALL US IMMEDIATELY ...”

“No one will listen,” an older man predicted.  He looked to be the sort of person Tobias had disliked once upon a time, a schoolyard bully grown up into a manager bully.  His walrus moustache wriggled as he spoke.  “They’ll all be trying to get out before the infection gets them.”

Tobias said nothing, but he feared the older man was right.  The infection had clearly gotten its hooks into the district.  He’d heard rumours about emergency plans, from the careful evacuation and sterilization of the infected area to its complete destruction by nuclear weapons.  Tobias doubted that any British Government would authorise the use of nuclear weapons on British cities, but the government might be desperate.  The Prime Minister was in a precarious position.  Tobias didn’t follow politics and even he knew that.  Decisive action against the virus, at the cost of hundreds of innocent lives, would either boost the man’s career into the stratosphere or utterly destroy it.  In this day and age, it was hard to tell which.

The vehicle rattled to a halt.  Tobias watched, grimly, as the soldiers unhooked the rear of the lorry and started dragging the prisoners out.  He’d been through mil-grade decontamination procedures before, when there hadn’t been any real threat.  The process had been strict, but not that strict.  This time, they could take nothing for granted.  Tobias doubted they’d see their clothes again, after they went through decontamination.  It was rather more likely that everything they wore - and carried - would be incinerated.  The military wouldn’t take chances, not now.

“I’m not infected,” the older man protested, as he was half-carried out of the lorry.  “I’m not infected!”

“Be quiet,” a soldier growled.

“Do you know who I am?”  The older man glared at the soldier, trying to stand upright in shackles.  It would have been comical if it hadn’t been so serious.  “I’m the managing director of Drills Incorporated and ...”

“I said, be quiet,” the soldier repeated.  He hefted his shockrod menacingly.  “You’ll be checked as quickly as possible and released as soon as we’re sure you’re uninfected.”

Tobias kept his thoughts to himself as the older man quietened.  He wanted to protest, but he understood.  The soldiers really couldn’t take anything for granted.  For all they knew, the entire lorry-load of prisoners was infected.  They had to be careful, very careful.  And if that meant treating civilians - as well as Tobias and Marigold - like dangerous terrorists ...

They don’t have a choice, Tobias thought, glumly.  They don’t have any way to be sure we’re not infected.  Nor do we.
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“They’re saying it’s the end of days.”

Admiral Lady Susan Onarina kept her face expressionless as the official car made its way through a military checkpoint before turning onto Whitehall and heading towards Number Ten Downing Street.  The driver, who’d been a cabbie before being recalled to the colours in the wake of the latest string of disasters, had kept up a cheerfully irrelevant conversation that - under other circumstances - would have charmed her.  Some of her relatives were cabbies, men and women who specialised in putting their passengers at ease as they drove through the winding streets of the capital city.  But now, with a viral infection blighting London itself, she found it hard to listen.  The world had just shifted on its axis.  Again.  As a younger officer, she’d wondered why her superiors had been slow to adapt to a whole new world; now, older and wiser, she thought she understood.  Everything she’d known before the war had begun was now obsolete.

The car passed through the gates and came to a halt in front of Ten Downing Street.  A uniformed policeman hurried to open the door for her, allowing Susan to bid the cabbie goodbye and clamber onto the street.  Her skin prickled, a grim reminder that she was under close observation.  She might be a Peer of the Realm, and a Lady of the Garter, but she couldn’t be trusted completely.  No one could, not when the virus could turn a loyal officer into an unwitting traitor overnight.  It rankled, even though she understood.  She’d worked long and hard to overcome the stigma of her birth, skin colour and everything else that had threatened to bar her from command rank.  To be distrusted so openly ...

It happens to everyone, she thought, as the doorman welcomed her into the building.  A pair of guards, just inside the entrance, pressed a sampler against her neck to check her blood.  It hurt, more than she’d expected.  They’d improved upon the design.  She made a face as she passed through a set of sealed doors, into the next chamber.  They’ve been tightening the defences ever since they discovered the virus could infect the brain - and the brain alone.

“Admiral,” Simon Portage said.  The PM’s aide nodded politely.  “He’s waiting for you.”

“Thank you,” Susan said.  She knew she was running late, although the PM was unlikely to make something of it.  She’d half-expected the meeting to be cancelled.  The PM had ordered COBRA convened, according to the BBC; he’d be expected to chair the meeting personally, even though there was little he could do.  He’d given the right orders and all he could reasonably do now was wait.  “Just take me straight through.”

She glanced at her reflection in the mirror as they climbed up the stairs and walked through two more checkpoints.  Her skin was as dark as ever, her hair threatening to turn grey under the weight of the world.  She wasn’t the young woman she’d been, back when the hardest task she’d faced had been to break into a world dominated by the Old Boys Network and riven with suspicion and fear of anyone who couldn’t trace their bloodline back to the Norman Conquest.  One didn’t have to be aristocratic, perish the thought, but one had to be British.  The hypocrisy had irked her, once upon a time.  The Royal Family was German in origin, something that had been more than a little embarrassing during the world wars.  Now, she would have sold her soul to go back to those days.  The entire world wasn’t at risk of a fate worse than death.

The PM’s office had always struck her as surprisingly small, for all its importance.  It was decorated in a style that had been gone out of fashion long before the Troubles, although the original owners would have been alternatively baffled and horrified by the terminal resting on the heavy wooden desk and the security screens worked into the walls and windows.  There was something unassuming about the entire building - it was hard, sometimes, to believe that it was the heart of a Great Power - but she had to admit it appealed to her.  It kept its occupants humble.

Prime Minister Arthur Harrison rose to greet her.  He was a middle-aged man, going prematurely grey under the stresses of his office.  Susan disliked politics, but - in her post - she had no choice but to follow them.  She knew Harrison’s position was weaker than it seemed, despite the War Cabinet and the Government of National Unity.  The viral outbreak in London had made the government look like fools, even though it had been swiftly contained.  If matters didn’t get any better, it was quite possible the government would fracture as the opposition parties struggled to avoid a share of the blame.  Susan understood the system - she appreciated that it worked better than some foreign systems - but she wasn’t blind to its weaknesses.  No one really wanted to take collective responsibility - otherwise known as sharing the blame - for anything.

“Susan,” Harrison said.  He shook her hand, firmly.  “Thank you for coming.”

“Thank you for seeing me,” Susan replied.  “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad tidings.”

The PM grimaced.  “Please, take a seat,” he said, indicating the armchairs in the corner.  “We have much to discuss.”

Susan sat and composed herself as Harrison ordered tea.  His accent was so strongly aristocratic that, once upon a time, it would have made her clench her teeth.  Even now, it grated.  She knew from experience that not all aristocrats were worthless pimples on the body politic - technically, she was an aristocrat herself - but it was hard to shake the old prejudices.  No doubt they felt the same way about her.  She told herself, firmly, that it was unfair to blame them for their ancestors.  She’d been judged by hers often enough to know how profoundly unfair it was.

A maid appeared with a tea tray, which she placed on a small table next to the armchairs and withdrew as silently as she’d come.  Harrison sat, his fingers lingering on the teapot as he counted the seconds.  Susan watched, feeling torn between amusement and grim understanding.  She’d grown up in a world of instant tea and coffee, but ... she had to admit there was something about the ritual that was almost soothing.  The PM was using the pause to gather his thoughts, without seeming rude.  She smiled inwardly and waited as he poured the tea, then held out the biscuit tray.  He needed the pause.  If she was any judge, the entire world was demanding answers.  And there were none to be had.

Not yet, she told herself.  The viral package had spread quickly, too quickly.  That bothered her.  The virus presumably understood its cellular structure a great deal better than the human xenospecialists.  If it had found a way to survive England’s weather, and spread right across the globe, the war was within shouting distance of being lost.  If Lightning Strike fails, we may have to start preparing for a full-scale evacuation of Earth.

She glanced at her teacup.  It wasn’t going to happen.  There was no way they could evacuate an entire planet.  The combined carrying capacity of every starship in human service wouldn’t even scratch the surface.  Susan had seen some of the emergency plans, the ones drawn up to meet a threat no one had ever really believed existed.  Their most optimistic estimates suggested that only a small percentage of the planet’s population could be saved.

The PM took a sip of his tea, then cleared his throat.  “We don’t have much time, as I’m sure you’re aware,” he said.  “Can we move to the point?”

Susan nodded, concealing her relief.  She was well aware of the urgency, but she was also aware that most politicians preferred not to come straight to the point.  There were political implications to everything, even something as simple as ordering dinner.  The pettiness of the political mind, particularly a mind belonging to someone who would never be offered a seat on the cabinet or party leadership committee, could never be overstated.  And this was something with real political implications.  If the PM made the wrong call, or even the right call if things went wrong, it would blow up in his face and destroy his career.

If there’s anyone left to land the fatal blow, Susan mused.  British political history was full of elder statesmen who’d told serving prime ministers that it was time for them to go - sometimes overtly, sometimes not - but that rather depended on parliament surviving long enough to do it.  We could lose the war overnight if the operation goes badly wrong.

“Yes, Prime Minister,” she said.  She straightened, putting her cup to one side so she could rest her hands in her lap.  “Operation Thunder Child was a moderate success.  The biobombs were effective, although not as effective as we had hoped.  Given the nature of the viral command and control system, the virus would be faced with a serious problem if the counter-virus got a solid foothold.  It would either have to shatter the command network itself, thus weakening its ability to coordinate operations, or risk losing everything to the counter-virus.”

“It would have to cut off its nose to spite its face,” the PM said, quietly.

“More like cut off its own arm to keep the infection from spreading,” Susan said.  She’d read the reports from the bioweapon research labs.  A handful of researchers had faced the blunt choice between mutilating themselves or being infected and sentenced to almost certain death.  The thought was enough to make her shudder.  The idea of cutting off her own arm ... she knew she was no coward, but she honestly wasn’t sure she could do it.  She wouldn’t know until it was too late.  “The virus doesn’t think the way we do, Prime Minister, but we find it hard to believe that mutilating itself wouldn’t cause some qualms.”

The Prime Minister nodded, slowly.  “Is it even intelligent, as we understand the term?”

“We don’t know,” Susan said.  “It’s certainly capable of reading memories from infected hosts and using them against us.  That suggests a certain intelligence, but it hasn’t made any move to open communications or even demand a surrender.  Opinion is divided on why it hasn’t tried to come to terms with us.  One group thinks the virus knows we wouldn’t surrender, another thinks we just haven’t hurt it badly enough to force it to come to the negotiations table.”

She grimaced.  She’d played plenty of computer games, as a schoolgirl, where the player just couldn’t win until she’d hunted down and destroyed the last of the AI-controlled units.  The battle had been fought and won, but the AI had refused to admit defeat.  It hadn’t had a hope of winning and yet it had prolonged the battle for hours, forcing her to search the entire level for the last remaining enemy unit.  Human opponents were far easier to defeat.  They tended to accept that a battle had been lost and surrender, then insist on restarting the game.  The virus didn’t seem to be capable of admitting defeat either.  It had certainly never made any attempt to surrender.

“It isn’t as if it could offer reasonable terms,” the PM said.  He sipped his tea, thoughtfully.  “I assume you want to proceed with Lightning Strike.”

“Yes, Prime Minister,” Susan said.  “When the operation was first discussed, it was one of a multitude of options for later consideration.  There was no sense that it was any more urgent than any of the other possible operations.  Now, however, things have changed.  Long-range survey missions have revealed that the virus ...”

“I’ve been briefed,” the PM said, curtly.  “The Admiralty was divided on the merits of the operation.”

“It was a risky concept, when it was first discussed,” Susan said.  “Now, it may be our only hope.”

The Prime Minister said nothing for a long moment.  Susan understood.  The buck stopped with him, him and the war cabinet and GATO.  The Global Alliance Treaty Organisation would have the final call, on paper, but everyone knew that the PM could have said no - and refused to allow British forces to take part - if he’d wished.  There would be enough blame to go around, Susan reflected, if there was anyone left to point the finger.  Operation Lightning Strike promised either total victory... or defeat.  There was no middle ground.

“You are sure about the survey reports?”  The PM sounded quietly desperate.  “And about the need for such an immense commitment?”

“Yes, Prime Minister,” Susan said.  “In theory, we could carry out phase one with only a squadron of warships.  We could handle it ourselves.  In practice, we’d need a major deployment if we wanted to move straight to phase two.  The window of opportunity will not remain open for long.”

“If you manage to open it at all,” the PM pointed out.  “The virus must be aware of the dangers.”

Susan felt a hot flash of irritation, which she hastily suppressed.  The red teams at the Admiralty had been working overtime, trying to list all the ways Lightning Strike I and II could go horrifically wrong.  It was their job, and she didn’t fault them for drawing up contingency plans, but ... she resisted the urge to shake her head.  In her experience, there was a difference between considering the worst that could happen and allowing oneself to be hypnotised by it.  There were always risks to everything, including doing nothing.  The virus wasn’t a normal opponent.  There was no hope of peace.

And if only one of us can survive, she thought sourly, I will do everything in my power to ensure it’s us.

“We don’t know for sure,” she admitted.  “Prime Minister, carrying out phase one will win us some time, even if we cannot move directly to phase two.  And we are desperately short of time.”

The PM nodded, curtly.  He’d have to make the calls himself.  There were some things that simply couldn’t be left to the Foreign Office mandarins.  They had their uses, but they also had a tendency to soften diplomatic messages until they no longer carried their original urgency.  Susan had studied history.  A great many problems might have been avoided if ultimatums hadn’t been watered down by the diplomats.  She smiled at the thought.  It was equally possible the problems might have been made a great deal worse.  Very few governments could afford to back down at gunpoint, for fear it would give their opponents ideas.

They should understand what’s at stake, she thought.  The Great Powers often disliked each other, but they’d learnt the hard way that they had to work together.  Humanity was surrounded by alien races, some of them extremely hostile.  The Great Powers had to hang together or hang separately.  There was no choice.  London wasn’t the only city that suffered a biological attack.

“If the GATO powers agree to back the plan, I’m sure the war cabinet will also agree,” the Prime Minister said.  “However, it may take some time to organise the deployment.”

“Yes, Prime Minister,” Susan said.  “Time is not on our side.  If the virus manages to deploy its forces before we mount the operation, we’ll be staring down the barrel of a gun.”

“I know,” the Prime Minister said.  “But if the operation fails, or if it even works a little too well, we’ll be cut off from our ships.  And that would be disastrous, too.”

Susan nodded.  “We have contingency plans, but something must be left to chance.”

“And no warship can do very wrong that fires on the enemy,” the Prime Minister misquoted, dryly.  He’d have studied Nelson in school, just like Susan herself.  The post-Troubles government had no time for suggestions that Nelson, a great naval hero, had been a cad, a bounder, an adulterer and father of an illegitimate child.  “I dislike relying on luck.  It has a habit of being unreliable.”

He put his cup on the tray, signalling the interview was over.  “I’ll speak to the world leaders,” he said.  “For now, you are authorised to begin planning for the deployment on the assumption they’ll agree.  If they don’t ... you can proceed with phase one.”

“There’d be no way we can move to phase two,” Susan warned.  “Not alone.  Not unless we commit the entire navy to the mission.”

“Which isn’t going to happen,” the PM said.  “There’s no way we could authorise such a deployment.”

“No, Prime Minister,” Susan agreed.  “However, without phase two ...”

The PM stood.  “I understand the risks,” he said, as Susan stood too.  “I’ll do everything in my power to convince the rest of the world to join us.  If not ... we can at least win some time.”

“But not enough,” Susan said.  “It won’t take the virus long to rebuild.”

“It really is terrifyingly efficient,” the PM said.  “If only we had such budgets ...”

Susan nodded as the PM’s aide materialised at her shoulder, ready to show her out.  The virus had no need, as far as anyone could tell, to provide even a basic standard of living to its hosts.  It didn’t even seem to care about them.  Rotting bodies didn’t matter, once the virus had built its control structures within the walking corpses.  And that meant it could devote everything to making war.  Susan shuddered as she was escorted back to her car.  The virus didn’t need a bigger industrial base than the human race.  It just had to commit it all to war production.

She took a breath as she stepped into the warm summer air.  The air stank faintly of disinfectant, a grim reminder that London had been scarred by the virus.  And that nowhere was truly safe ...

The driver had been right, she decided as she climbed into the car.  It was the end of days.
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Chapter Three
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“They’re saying that all of London is gone,” some dimwit said.  “And that it’s just a matter of time before the virus gets here.”

Captain the Honourable Lord Thomas Hammond gritted his teeth, trying to remember the dimwit’s name.  The man was a few years older than him, just old enough to ensure Thomas hadn’t had the pleasure of knowing him at school or university, but still ... if he’d been invited to the party, Thomas should know him.  Or maybe not.  It had been Lady Charlotte Hammond, Thomas’s wife, who’d put the entire party together on short notice.  She’d done everything, from hiring the servants to dispatching invitations to everyone who was anyone in the aristocracy.  Thomas was sure she’d even sent invitations to aristocrats who physically couldn’t attend.  They might have a good excuse - military service was practically compulsory, for aristocrats and commoners alike - but Thomas was damn sure they’d remember not being invited.  It was the kind of social faux pas that could be relied upon to spark an entire string of demented feuds.

It was a great deal simpler when we settled such matters with swords, he thought.  The idea of cutting the dimwit’s head off was growing more and more attractive by the second.  It probably helped cut down on insults and suchlike, too.

He scowled, inwardly, as the man went on and on, talking endlessly about a subject he knew nothing about.  The dimwit didn’t know the slightest thing about the virus, let alone how it spread.  The party itself would have been cancelled at short notice, if the virus had blanketed the entire country.  Thomas - and everyone else - would have been infected.  The virus didn’t care for parties or anything, really, beyond spreading as far as it could.  It certainly wouldn’t bother to uphold the society Thomas had sworn to defend.

“The government should be telling us more,” the dimwit continued.  “We run the country.”

Thomas sighed, inwardly.  He had to admit the lack of information was troubling - the BBC’s broadcasts had been long on exhortations to remain calm and short on actual data - but he was all too aware that unfriendly ears might be listening.  No one was entirely sure of just how much the virus understood, when it intercepted human transmissions, but there was no point in taking chances.  Better to assume that everything broadcast in the clear was intercepted and relayed to the alien homeworld than wind up being surprised by the virus knowing something it shouldn’t.

Not that there was much more on the military channels, he mused.  He’d tried to access the military datanet as soon as he’d heard the news, and he’d checked back throughout the day, but his clearance wasn’t high enough to get more than the very basics.  Army personnel had been recalled to their garrisons, naval personnel were expected to sit on their arses and do nothing.  That doesn’t bode well for the future.

He allowed his eyes to wander over the crowd as the dimwit wittered on and on.  His lips thinned in disapproval as he spotted a handful of army officers, all of whom should be elsewhere.  They were probably useless beancounters, rather than officers who led men into battle, but still ... a good organiser would probably be very helpful in London.  Beyond them, there was the usual mixture of older women, debs and a smattering of young men intent on courting the girls.  There were fewer of them than Thomas had expected.  The war had taken many young men from their homes and thrown them into the storm ...

A middle-aged woman caught his eye.  Thomas turned from the dimwit and marched towards her.  Charlotte would make him pay for that later, he was sure, but he found it hard to care.  A few more moments of listening to the babble would have him contemplating homicide ... or, perhaps, retreating to his rooms far too early in the evening.  Charlotte wouldn’t be happy about that either.  Leaving the party wasn’t a harmless little prank like spiking the drinks.  It would be a sign he simply didn’t care about the guests.

And I don’t, Thomas thought, crossly.  He had no objection to the real work that came with his title, what little he had to do personally.  Charlotte ran the estate while he was on active duty and did it very well.  The parties, on the other hand, were just boring.  Thomas would almost sooner have been a midshipman again.  At least he’d done something useful with his time.  Does anything that happens at this party truly matter?

“My Lord,” Lady Bracknell said.  She had a large handbag under one arm, something that had always amused Thomas more than he could say.  “I trust you’re having a pleasant evening?”

“It has its moments,” Thomas said.  He spotted a waitress carrying a tray of drinks across the room and sighed, inwardly.  Getting thoroughly drunk would make the evening go quicker, but there would be hell to pay afterwards.  “And yourself?”

“I must say you always put on the best parties,” Lady Bracknell said.  “My husband was quite impressed.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Thomas lied.  He was fairly sure she was lying, too.  Lord Bracknell lived for hunting and nothing else, as far as he could tell.  He wouldn’t enjoy the party any more than Thomas did.  “And how is your son coping with his new career?”

“He says his captain is a very understanding man,” Lady Bracknell said.  “He’s already made First Middy.”

“Impressive,” Thomas said.  Lady Bracknell’s son wasn’t that senior, was he?  It was unlikely he had enough time in grade to outrank the rest of the middies.  A toadying captain, promoting a well-connected young man above the rest?  Or was he doing Lady Bracknell’s son a disservice?  It was hard to believe, sometimes, that his own little girls were adults in their own right.  Part of him would always think of them as children.  “I’m sure that speaks well of him.”

“I’m glad you think so,” Lady Bracknell said.  She put a hand on his arm, steering him into a corner.  “I wanted to discuss a possible match between my son and your daughter.”

Thomas called on all his years of naval service to keep his face carefully blank.  “I think that’s something best discussed with my daughter in person,” he said.  Charlotte would have mentioned it, wouldn’t she, if someone had been sniffing around for a marriage alliance.  He’d known it was coming, but it was still a shock.  “And perhaps in a more private time.”

“He’s due to get a week’s leave, next month,” Lady Bracknell said.  “He could meet your daughter ...”

Thomas had to smile.  “Which daughter?”

“It does not matter to us,” Lady Bracknell said.  Thomas couldn’t tell if she remembered either of his daughters or not.  “We’re interested in a marriage alliance.”

“I shall discuss it with my wife and daughters,” Thomas said, stiffly.  “Have you discussed it with your son?”

Lady Bracknell looked blank.  Thomas sighed inwardly, feeling a stab of sympathy for the young man.  It had been a long time since he’d met the brat, long enough to recall him as a teenager rather than a grown adult.  He made a mental note to discuss the matter with his daughters first, before his wife got wind of the affair.  Their match had worked out well, he supposed, but they’d been lucky.  He cared for her.  He wasn’t sure, at times, if he loved her.  But then, marriages amongst the aristocracy weren’t meant to be about love.

She probably hasn’t even told him about her plans, he thought.  She’s deciding his future for him, leaving him in the dark as long as possible.

“We’ll discuss the matter later,” he said, hoping she’d drop it and knowing she wouldn’t.  Not yet, perhaps not ever.  Elizabeth and Lucille were heirs to one of the largest fortunes in England.  Elizabeth would inherit the estate itself - that was entailed, ensuring it couldn’t be broken into smaller chunks - but Lucille would hardly be destitute.  “And then we’ll be in touch.”

His stomach churned as Lady Bracknell strode away, every inch the matriarch.  Thomas wondered, idly, if she’d discussed the matter with her husband, let alone her son.  It was very typical for social matrons to march ahead, daring anyone to be so unbearably rude as to say no.  Thomas had no patience for them and yet ... he would have to ensure his girls married well.  His lips quirked.  If he recommended a young man to his daughters, either of his daughters, it would probably prejudice them against him.  He made a mental note to check the young man’s record.  His captain might not write down anything too dreadful - Lady Bracknell and her clan had a long reach - but Thomas was quite experienced at reading between the lines.  If nothing else, he could take the man out for a drink and ask him questions completely off the record.  He might get some honest answers if the captain thought he could speak freely.

The dreadful evening wore on.  Thomas forced himself to be polite to a couple of retired admirals, both of whom had served their time during the First Interstellar War and refused to believe that naval combat had moved on.  One of them was smart enough to accept that Thomas knew what he was doing, if only because he’d returned alive; the other seemed to think Thomas had escaped certain death by sheer damned luck.  Thomas bit his lip to keep from telling them precisely what he thought of their feelings, all too aware his wife was watching him.  She’d put a lot of effort into the evening.  

Damn it, Thomas thought.  He glanced at his wristcom, wishing the Admiralty would recall him.  Or something.  He’d been told he had to report back to Nelson Base in two days, but ... he would almost have welcomed an alien attack.  Not, he supposed, that he would have been able to get back to his ship.  There simply wouldn’t be time.  Commander Donker, his XO, would have to take command.  We wouldn’t even have time to call off the party.

He forced himself to keep moving.  A pair of young debs wittered to him about nothing in particular, suggesting they’d gone to a finishing school that specialised in turning a young lady’s head into mush.  Thomas wasn’t sure if they were hitting on him or just trying to make pointless conversation.  There was no sign of a chaperone.  The dresses they wore, all too revealing, suggested they’d come alone.  An older man babbled endlessly about the horses, while drinking glass after glass of expensive wine.  Thomas tried to hide his disgust.  The intelligent aristocrats, the ones with working brains, were serving their country.  The ones who couldn’t count past ten without taking off their socks - and thought that taking down their pants, instead, was the height of humour - were infesting his estate.  He wanted them all gone.

Charlotte joined him as the butler called the crowd in for dinner.  Thomas glanced at her, wondering - again - why she cared.  She’d gone to some trouble to dress up, donning a long pink outfit that gave the impression of being translucent without revealing anything and tying up her hair into buns that made her look mature and yet strikingly young.  He supposed it meant something to her, but what?  It wasn’t as if she was a prisoner on the estate.  She ran the place.  She could take a trip to London any time she liked ...

“You’re seated next to Lord Aleman,” Charlotte said, pitching her voice so low Thomas could barely hear her over the babble.  “Try and keep him onside.”

Thomas sighed.  Lord Aleman wasn’t as bad as the dimwit - he was currently flirting with one of the debs, who looked as if she wanted to gut him with her bare hands - but he wasn’t Thomas’s idea of a good dinner companion.  He caught sight of Captain Campbell, looking completely out of place, and winced inwardly.  The lucky bastard didn’t have to worry about maintaining an estate.  Or pretending to like someone he wanted to strangle.

“I’ll try,” he said.

“Lord Aleman has the Prime Minister’s ear,” Charlotte added.  “We don’t want him saying the wrong things, do we?”

“No,” Thomas said.  “I suppose we don’t.”

***
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If the general public knew about this, Captain Mitch Campbell thought sourly, they’d drag the entire aristocracy to the guillotines and behead them.

He tried to keep his face under tight control as he took his seat - at the lower table, naturally - and looked around the giant hall.  There was so much wealth and power concentrated in a single room that it was a marvel it didn’t go supercritical and explode, or that he hadn’t been unceremoniously ejected for being a very blatant commoner.  His dress uniform itched like mad - whoever had designed the outfit had been a sadist - and he had every right to wear it, but the mere act of wearing an untailored uniform was clear proof he wasn’t rich enough to afford a private tailor.  The debs - young women entering their seasons, now they were old enough to marry - might be willing to flirt with him in private, but not in public.  And hardly anyone else was interested in him at all.

Mitch felt his heart sink still further as the servants brought dinner into the hall and started to serve the first course.  There was so much food ... a commoner family on rations wouldn’t get anything like as much.  It had been a long time since anyone had actually starved in Britain - ration bars were free, on the grounds no one would actually pay for them - but they tasted of cardboard, when they tasted of anything at all.  He tried not to show his envy as he saw the roast haunches of meat, shining platters of vegetables and giant tureens of gravy.  He hadn’t eaten so well since ... since ever.  The bright young things all around him had no idea how lucky they were.  London was infected, under quarantine, and the lords and masters of the universe didn’t give a damn.

He gritted his teeth as he saw Captain Hammond, chatting happily with an older man in a fancy suit.  Captain Hammond wasn’t a bad officer, but he was conservative to a fault.  Mitch was sure they could have done more damage to the enemy, if they’d continued the fight.  But Hammond had wanted to quit while they were ahead ... Mitch snorted in disgust.  He should never have accepted the invitation.  He wasn’t even sure why it had been made.  God knew Captain Hammond was probably sick of him, too.

The dreadful evening continued as course after course was served.  Mitch heard a middle-aged man braying like a bull, the girl beside him looking more and more embarrassed until she accidentally knocked her wineglass into his lap.  Mitch had the feeling it might be worth getting to know her, but she left in a hurry as the servants helped the man sort himself out.  He couldn’t help feeling sorry for them.  It couldn’t be easy to work in an aristocratic household.  He knew he would have gone mad - or gotten himself arrested - very quickly.

He breathed a sigh of relief as the dinner finally came to an end and the guests started flowing into the dance hall or spilling out onto the lawn.  The staff had set up dozens of tiny lights, turning the garden into a maze that would have been romantic under other circumstances.  It was impossible to believe they’d put so much effort into a party.  Mitch had arranged gatherings and staff meetings, when he’d been a junior officer, and they’d been far simpler.  It helped, he supposed, that everyone had been in the navy.  They’d known how to put their egos aside and work together for the greater good.

Mitch stood and headed up the stairs, back to the balcony.  He knew he should join the dancing, but what was the point?  No one would notice his absence.  He didn’t belong on the estate.  His presence was a reminder that there was a world beyond the distant walls, a world where people without connections and estates and limitless bank accounts struggled for survival.  Not for the first time, Mitch considered applying to emigrate to Britannia or another colony world.  There was a great deal more social mobility on a world that was desperately short on settlers.  

He reached the top of the stairs and peered into the darkness.  There were no lanterns on this side of the estate.  The darkness seemed almost a living thing.  He looked up at the stars overhead, wondering just how many of them were space stations and orbital industrial nodes and everything else that kept human society going.  Unicorn was up there somewhere, too small to be seen with the naked eye.  He felt a twinge of guilt.  He’d desperately needed leave, but ...

“You left early,” a feminine voice said.  “Don’t want to dance?”

“No,” Mitch said.  He turned to see Charlotte Hammond standing by the door.  “I don’t think anyone wants to dance with me.”

“You might be surprised,” Charlotte said.  It was hard to make out her expression in the gloom.  “You’re a legitimate war hero.”

“Yes,” Mitch agreed.  “And that and five pounds will buy me a cup of tea.”

Charlotte laughed, but there was a hint of nervousness in the sound.  “You don’t like the party?”

Mitch decided to be honest.  “No,” he said.  “I don’t know anyone here.”

“It’s a good chance to make connections,” Charlotte said.  She stepped closer.  He was suddenly aware, very aware, of her body.  The dress concealed her bare skin while leaving little to the imagination.  “You never know who you might meet here.”

“I’m no good at making connections,” Mitch said.  “It feels too much like kissing ass.”

Charlotte giggled.  “That’s true,” she said.  “But that’s not why I invited you.”

And she leaned forward and kissed him.  Hard.
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Chapter Four
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Mitch awoke, suddenly.

He was in his room, the giant suite that wouldn’t have shamed an admiral, and he wasn’t alone.  Someone was sleeping in the bed next to him, snoring loudly ... he sat up and saw dark hair spilling over the pillow.  A flash of alarm ran through him.  What the hell had he done?  Had he lured one of the debs into bed?  Or ... he froze, torn between hope and fear, as he remembered the previous night.  Charlotte had seduced him.  No, she’d kissed him and he’d kissed her back and ... they’d wound up in bed together.  He tried to tell himself that it was still evening, that he’d only slept for a few moments, but the light streaming through the windows was a grim reminder that it was morning.  The following morning.  They were going to be caught at any second ...

Panic washed through him, followed by grim amusement.  Duelling wasn’t legal.  Not really.  He’d heard stories, but ... he shook his head.  He’d bet his life - he was betting his life - that he could outdraw and outshoot Captain Hammond.  Mitch had spent his entire career on small ships, where everyone - even the captain - had to get his hands dirty.  He’d kept up with his shooting whenever he’d had the chance, while Captain Hammond had Royal Marines to do the dirty work for him.  Mitch could win a duel ... he cursed under his breath as more and more memories surfaced.  Captain Hammond could really screw with his career.  The Admiralty would not be amused.

Fucking a captain’s wife is bound to be against some kind of regulation, Mitch thought, with a flicker of humour.  A wife who cheated on her husband when he was away on military service would be lucky if she was just sent to Coventry.  It was socially unacceptable, even if the husband was an abusive piece of shit.  I’m sure they can come up with something if they try.

He stared down at Charlotte.  She wasn’t his usual type.  She was easily ten years older than him, perhaps more; her body was pleasantly plump, with a hint she might become genuinely obese if she didn’t take care of herself.  She’d had two children, he recalled, both in their late teens.  And yet ... the memories mocked him.  How many times had they done it?  Three?  Four?  It was hard to believe she was that much of a tiger between the sheets, but the memories didn’t lie.  He’d heard stories about older women, when he’d been a teenager.  He’d always assumed they’d been made up, just like every other locker room story.  He wasn’t so sure now.  Charlotte hadn’t played coy and waited for him to make the first move.  She’d been the one who’d kissed him.  It had been one hell of a turn-on.

Charlotte opened her eyes and smiled.  “Good morning.”

Mitch glanced at the clock.  “It’s seven,” he said, as she sat upright.  Her breasts bobbled in front of his eyes.  It was hard to raise his gaze to meet hers.  “Shouldn’t you ...?”

His words caught in his throat.  Charlotte had been with him all night.  Her husband was in the same goddamned house!  Surely, he’d have noticed something.  Captain Hammond had a lack of imagination, Mitch knew from their disagreements, but surely he wouldn’t have missed his wife not coming to bed.  And what about the guests?  Mitch couldn’t believe Charlotte had chased them all out, before coming to him.  The party had been planned to last into the wee small hours.  For all he knew, the guests might be still downstairs.  A couple had been drunk enough to pass out well before the party came to an end.

“Not really,” Charlotte said.  Her eyes moved to his crotch.  “Thomas and I don’t sleep together.”

Mitch stared at her, unsure what he’d gotten himself into in every sense of the word.  Charlotte was naked, gloriously naked.  She wasn’t making any attempt to cover herself.  Mitch had spent his entire adult life in the navy, where privacy was non-existent, but still ... he’d never known a girl who’d been so comfortable naked.  It wasn’t as if they’d spent weeks or months or years together.  His relationships rarely lasted so long.  It had bothered him, sometimes, that he didn’t have a permanent girl back home.  And yet ... he felt cold at the thought.  Unicorn was tiny, compared to a fleet carrier or battleship.  A handful of missiles would be more than enough to blow her into dust.

“You don’t?”  Mitch’s voice seemed strange, even to him.  “You don’t ... not at all?”

Charlotte stood, knelt by the side of the bed and took him into her mouth.  Mitch stiffened, automatically, as her tongue started provoking him.  It was suddenly very hard to think straight, let alone stand, bend her over the bed and enter her from the rear.  It crossed his mind to wonder, a second too late, if one of the servants would hear them.  Charlotte seemed completely abandoned, lost in pleasure.  Mitch gave himself up to her, knowing - even as he lost control - that he was making a mistake.  But he’d always known his life was going to be short.

Afterwards, they stood on wobbly legs and headed into the shower.  Mitch was used to communal showers, but he still felt odd showering with her.  Charlotte looked stunning as water ran down her body, washing away all traces of their lovemaking ... Mitch tried to force himself to relax, praying to God she knew what she was doing.  Her husband might come looking for her at any moment, if it crossed his mind to wonder where the hell she was.  It was weird to think of a husband not sharing his bed with his wife.  Mitch couldn’t understand it.  He’d always liked spending time with his girlfriends.

“I ...”  He stopped suddenly, unsure how he should address her.  He’d just been inside her!  “I ... how do you know Captain Hammond won’t find us?”

Charlotte shrugged.  “We always sleep in, after a party,” she said.  “Thomas has no engagements today.  He can spend the entire morning in bed, if he likes.  The maids will bring him coffee, and breakfast, when he wakes.  We’re not due to have lunch until one.”

“After which we’re expected to head back to London,” Mitch said.  He wondered, suddenly, if the plans had changed.  It wouldn’t be the first time the military bureaucracy had mindlessly tried to follow an outdated plan.  “Will you ... why?”

Charlotte looked at him.  Mitch reminded himself, sharply, that she was a very intelligent woman.  She ran the estate, when her husband was on active service.  The party had probably been harder to arrange than he’d thought, given how many high-ranking or well-connected people had attended.  And ... he wondered, suddenly, how many other guests she’d dragged into bed.  She’d been alone for months ... no, not alone.  She’d been surrounded by servants.

“Because I get bored easily,” Charlotte said.  “Does that answer your question?”

Mitch shrugged.  “And the servants won’t talk?”

Charlotte smiled.  There was a very sharp edge to the expression.  “They’re loyal to me, not to
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