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      Captain Faith Benson couldn’t remember ever seeing a stranger mix of people. If she had, it certainly hadn’t been in a conference room aboard the Valor, which was where she was now. She sat at the end of the table that anchored the room, looking at the wall display at the other end. To her right, Commander Alexander Tuleyev scratched the loose jowls of his face, nails rasping against the beginnings of scruff. He was the sort who probably needed to shave twice a day when he was young, and his whiskers weren’t yet silver. Beyond him sat Lieutenant Clive Halliwell. A few weeks of healing had done wonders, restoring color and vibrancy that was clearly on display in his erect posture. Unlike her and Tuleyev’s dress whites, Halliwell wore his Marine dress uniform, and he looked handsome.

      Far too handsome.

      To Benson’s left, Captain Floyd Thiessen—her counterpart in the Gulmar Security Forces—coughed. His uniform was far less formal than those of the Kedraalian Navy. In fact, what he wore was closer to a business suit, really—a coat and pants of deep blue approaching black, with only silver along the cuffs to indicate rank. The shirt was a crisp white. She envied how comfortable it looked.

      The man to Thiessen’s left leaned forward and offered a reassuring smile that seemed right at home with his crumpled charcoal jacket and pants. Anders Manshaus had been the Azoren ambassador to Gulmar. Now he was their liaison to the Azoren powers on the home world of Himmel. “I assure you, Captain—this sort of delay is quite uncommon.”

      She straightened her back and sucked in the air, which had taken on their heat and scents in the two hours of waiting. Two hours of coffee and sugary pastries. Two hours of small talk about how well the trip through Fold Space had gone, all things considered, and how good it was to receive word from the Gulmar home world shortly after re-entering normal space that—at least in the time before the message had been sent through a Fold Space transmitter shortly after their departure—things were still okay. Two hours of the soft hiss of audio coming off the filtered channel piped in from the Valor’s bridge.

      The whole time, she waited with dry mouth and sweaty palms for the reassurances of the Azoren High Command that the combined Kedraalian Republic and Gulmar Union task force was welcome to proceed to Himmel to begin their diplomatic mission.

      Because without that message, their presence in the Azoren home star system all but amounted to an act of war.

      Thiessen stroked the close-trimmed beard that traced his ever-so-slightly prominent chin. “What’s the round trip to Himmel from here?”

      Benson checked her data pad, just to be sure. Thiessen was a stickler for details. “Forty minutes.”

      “They could be having problems rousing someone.”

      Manshaus’s head bobbed at the Gulmar captain’s suggestion. Not a single strand of the ambassador’s wispy, silver-blond hair shifted from its haphazard shape, which must have been crafted by disinterested strokes from a thick-toothed comb. His ice-blue eyes bugged out even more than normal. “Actually, this is quite possible. Without the appropriate people in attendance, the High Command will not operate. They are strict to a fault about this. Appearances, you see. It matters.”

      “It should be—” Once again, Benson checked her data pad to be sure. “—close to midday in your capital, Ambassador.”

      “Yes. The problem is that we are in a war posture, Captain.”

      “You’ve been in a war posture for decades.” Since you started the war that tore us all apart.

      “And we have adapted. Perhaps this is just that. A member of the staff—”

      Halliwell groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose just above the notch where it had been broken some years before. “Or it could be an excuse to position forces to attack us.”

      Manshaus blinked. “The diplomatic mission was approved, Lieutenant.”

      “Sure. Approved by the same people who approved an attack on the Kedraalian Republic. Right?”

      Tuleyev pulled a grimy handkerchief from his pocket and sniffled. “Lieutenant Halliwell, it is now our intent to seek out allies, yes?”

      “I guess. Not my call.”

      “And we are now focused on a threat greater than the Azoren, yes?”

      The Marine officer leaned forward, thudding an elbow against the tabletop and resting his chin on the upraised palm. “Are you asking for my assessment of our strategy, Commander? Because that would be a first.”

      “I only point out that we have such a strategy. You and I, well, this we must follow. Our role is not to form policy but see it through.” The portly man sneezed into the cloth, then folded it back up.

      Thiessen’s face was stretched by a forced smile. “I don’t believe I’ve ever heard of a strategy or policy in wartime that was truly palatable.”

      Halliwell’s eyes swung from Tuleyev to the Gulmar officer. “Is that from Gulmar War College training?”

      “History, actually. We don’t have a War College.”

      “Too focused on profits, right?”

      “Perhaps. But my point is that war is always about the least bad option.”

      The Azoren ambassador chuckled. “Other explanations are possible. A communications system failure. That is something that happens, even to the grand Azoren Federation.”

      Benson set her hands, palms down, on the table. “Redundant systems should prevent that.”

      “Yes.” Manshaus seemed to sink in on his bony frame. “This is true.”

      “Our sensors are at full power. Weapons and shields are powered down.”

      “Good, good.”

      “We’re not even moving toward Himmel anymore. Below the ecliptic, far enough out that none of our weapons pose a real threat…”

      “Of course. Then, perhaps—” The skinny little man’s bug eyes went around the room. “—we should continue our patient waiting? Answers are sure to come, don’t you agree? Eventually, that is.”

      Halliwell rubbed his left shoulder. That’s where he’d been grazed not all that long ago. Grazed by a rail gun round—it was the sort of thing that could turn you into a twisted, bloody smear. Benson hadn’t seen the scar the weapon had left. His other scars? Those she’d traced fingers over.

      All of them. Every centimeter of him.

      But things had changed between the two of them. Sergeant Grier—Halliwell’s senior NCO—had probably seen the new scar. And now she’d probably traced her fingers over every centimeter of his body.

      And there was nothing Benson could do about that.

      She cleared her throat. “Well, I think—”

      The hum from the open channel to the Azoren disappeared, replaced by a crisp connection from within the ship. “Captain Benson?” It was Chopra—her executive officer.

      “Go ahead, Dinesh.”

      “We’re getting movement. At the edge of sensor range.”

      “On the screen down here, please.”

      After a second, the display broke into two windows, and the new window expanded, until the old window barely held a small corner. The black of space filled the new window, with a planet hanging dead center in the distance.

      Himmel.

      Computer imagery painted more details into that darkness, including a clump of red dots: the movement.

      Benson’s palms felt clammy. “How long until we have a sense of numbers?”

      “It’s all heat signatures at this distance. The computer’s putting together ship profiles as we gain confidence in the details.”

      “Estimated time for them to reach us?”

      “We’ve got time.”

      Time to plan. “But to pick up that much information, it has to be a big force.”

      “It does.”

      “As big as ours?”

      Chopra’s breathing grew louder. “By current estimates.”

      Tuleyev frowned. “A home defense fleet. They would not have the composition we do.”

      They wouldn’t. But it would still be a problem. And intelligence reports had indicated the Azoren Home Defense Fleet was maybe fifteen ships. Something must have changed recently. Continued Azoren militarization? Or was this just another intelligence failure? The various Kedraalian agencies seemed to be more focused on fighting among themselves than on external threats, so stale intelligence was a real risk.

      So was the possibility of infiltration by enemy agents. The reinforcements that had joined the task force over the Gulmar capital world of Radetta had brought word of a likely defector on Prime Minister Mengitsu Zenawi’s staff. Benson had actually met the woman: Denise Gallo.

      But Gallo hadn’t seemed the type to work for the Azoren. They had a very strict definition of the ideal human in their crazed ideology: blond, pale-skinned, light-eyed. Gallo was a black woman.

      “Captain Benson?” Chopra’s voice tugged Benson out of her thoughts.

      “Yes?”

      “We’re getting a better angle from the signals ships.”

      “A better estimate of numbers?”

      “Well…soon. It’s what we’re seeing in orbit around Himmel that’s more interesting.”

      “You know I’m not a fan of interesting.”

      “I understand, Captain.”

      “All right. What is it?”

      “Well, there are something like twenty ships still in orbit.”

      “Around Himmel?”

      “Around Himmel.”

      “Configuration? Profiles?”

      “At this distance—”

      All eyes were on Benson now. “I need something, Dinesh.”

      “I— The configurations… They could be troop transports.”

      Manshaus’s eyes looked ready to pop out of his head when he heard that. He was easily the most stunned.

      Benson filed that away. “What about the closing ships?”

      Chopra’s voice turned muddy—the microphone turned down or covered by his hand. Then he was back. “There are several smaller escorts mixed in with what look like more conventional defense fleet vessels.”

      Escort ships. Troop transports. Had they stumbled into the beginnings of a planetary assault effort? Who would that have targeted?

      “What about—?” Her eyes drifted to the ambassador. It would be so much easier if he weren’t in the conference room with them. “What about shadow technology?”

      “Stealth ships?” Chopra sounded surprised. “One moment.”

      He hadn’t thought of that. A single victory against the Azoren sneak attack fleet, and everyone seemed ready to discount the idea that such an obstinate enemy was still a threat. What if they were only seeing the ships the Azoren wanted them to see? It was one thing to keep a potential ally happy by not powering up advanced sensor systems. But if that ally had a history of using the technology those advanced sensor systems countered…?

      It sounded like Chopra was moving among the bridge crew—soft voices coming through with authority. Then he coughed. “Captain Benson?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “No sign of stealth ships. But at this range…”

      She licked her lips. “Keep me updated.”

      Her XO’s voice was there, wordless. Then— “Will do, Captain.”

      What sort of advancements had the Azoren managed since the destruction of their stealth fleet? They were too ambitious and fanatical to settle for frightening their rivals. Another shadow fleet, another sneak attack—it would happen eventually. It’s why Benson had been sent to the Gulmar in the first place: Develop an alliance and break this threat.

      Except now a greater threat existed.

      The Azoren ambassador squirmed. “Something such as a fleet of advanced spacecraft as you suspect—this requires substantial outlays, Captain.”

      Thiessen cocked an eyebrow. “That didn’t stop the Khanate.”

      “This is true. But the Khanate has not suffered the strain of an ongoing war with the Moskav.”

      Benson clasped her hands in front of her. “We’d been told for years the Khanate was a non-issue, Ambassador. Your people and the Moskav had supposedly seen to that. Yet here we are, ready to negotiate an alliance with the Azoren leadership to actually do what your military supposedly already has done.”

      Manshaus shrugged. “The Moskav became the greater threat in Supreme Commander Graf’s eyes. This struggle has stretched our resources to their limit. What more proof is necessary than exactly that?”

      “Yet your government found the resources to launch a fleet of advanced spacecraft at Kedraalian space.”

      “But not…troop transports, Captain. Most of those have been committed to the Moskav front for years now.”

      It was what Benson’s intelligence briefings had said. It was what Thiessen’s briefings had told him. The Azoren were in a stalemate with the Moskav in the fight for control of the colony worlds that group had stolen from the Kedraalian Republic when the War of Separation had begun. In fact, Thiessen had said he believed the Azoren were actually losing ground on the Moskav worlds, that the Azoren held the sky, but the desperate determination of the Moskav people meant Azoren soldiers faced a soul-draining meat grinder.

      These wars—they were all a terrible, stupid waste of life. No one needed the planets controlled by the other powers. They wouldn’t for centuries, if ever. The wars weren’t about resources but about silencing other thoughts and ideas.

      How human.

      The Azoren ambassador sank in on himself a little more. “The tragedy of that fleet, Captain Benson? At times, there can be disagreements among the members of the High Command. You understand?”

      “What about Supreme Leader Graf? Doesn’t he have the final say?”

      “Ah, but he oversees the vast Azoren holdings. He leads the great march toward our utopia. Even as magnificent as he is, there are times when he might be deceived.”

      “Thank you, Ambassador.”

      Halliwell glared at her, then turned his attention to the ships approaching on the conference room display. He was having none of the ambassador’s excuses.

      It was a perfectly rational position. Waiting longer for the Azoren leadership to respond put the fleet—her people—at unnecessary risk.

      She connected back to the bridge. “Commander Chopra?”

      Her XO’s face appeared on her data pad, the light of the helm console shining off his bald head. “Captain?”

      “The high command has had plenty of time to respond.”

      “I agree.”

      “This feels…unnecessarily dangerous.”

      “Are you thinking of a change in posture?”

      “If we power up weapons and shields to defend ourselves, it risks projecting offensive intent, even without moving closer to Himmel.”

      “This is true.”

      “Send another transmission to Azoren High Command. Emphasize that we’re here on a diplomatic mission.”

      Halliwell twisted around in his chair. “We could take them.”

      Benson stiffened. “Excuse me?”

      “The Azoren. This fleet. Draw them in, then hit these light escort ships with energy weapons. Launch missiles at the heavier ships. You do that, half their numbers are gone before they know what’s happened.”

      Manshaus’s jaw dropped. “Lieutenant, those you propose to slaughter in ambush are sailors, not doctrine officers.”

      “Yeah, well, they’re serving aboard those ships that are threatening us.”

      “As conscripts. Service is not voluntary for us, you see?”

      Thiessen straightened his coat. “Our service is voluntary, but…”

      “It is also your only way out of squalor.” Something touched the ambassador’s ugly smile. Pity? “These ways into service, they are quite similar. Rounded up at gunpoint or facing a life of starvation and hopelessness.”

      The Gulmar captain glanced at Benson. “I hope it’s clear that my people aren’t ideologues.”

      Halliwell scowled. “I don’t think it matters whether a bullet is fired by a zealot or someone desperate. People die either way.”

      “Doesn’t that diminish your own Marines, Lieutenant?”

      “How’s that?”

      Thiessen shrugged. “They train to be the best. Isn’t there a belief in there? Doesn’t that show loyalty and dedication?”

      “Loyalty and dedication can’t stop a rail gun round from tearing a body apart.”

      “But your commitment sets you apart.”

      “We’re not zealots, if that’s what you’re saying.” Halliwell shifted so that his body was fully facing Benson. “We don’t need the Azoren to take out the Khanate. The reinforcements we received and the Gulmar task force—we can take that Khanate fleet on our own.”

      It was the same argument the Marine had made before, and there was truth to it. But she needed this alliance, or she would leave Kedraal exposed to Azoren treachery again. “If we’ve received reinforcements, the Khanate fleet probably has, too.”

      “But we know their tactics now.”

      “And they know ours.”

      Thiessen pointed to the large wall display. “Lieutenant, we share the same desire to see the Khanate removed as a threat. But imagine what those ships could do if dedicated to helping us.”

      Tuleyev harrumphed. “Unfortunately, it is flying toward us, not helping.”

      “But it hasn’t done anything aggressive yet.”

      “And still—” The commander clasped his hands on top of his protruding belly. “I would prefer we be at least prepared for things going wrong. Captain?”

      Benson caught the desperate look of the Azoren ambassador. The closest he had to an ally was Theissen, but the Gulmar captain’s eyes were downcast now. She bit her lip. “Commander Tuleyev, I’d like to think we are prepared. Our missile inventory is at full capacity. We’re ready to fab more immediately.”

      “But those could be missile platforms.”

      “They could. And we’d have to deal with them if so. But the way that group of ships is moving toward us—clumped together to make it harder to read their signatures—it would be easy to seriously damage them.”

      A soft groan slipped from Manshaus. “Captain Benson, please.”

      Thiessen’s head came up. “Perhaps if I moved my ships back and out wide of yours, we might present less of an impression of…aggression?”

      Aggression? They didn’t even have shields powered up! Benson fought back rising annoyance at the way everyone seemed bent on being so difficult. Had they all forgotten they were facing an existential threat?

      She counted to ten. “All right. Captain Thiessen, let’s split your ships out.”

      His back straightened, then he relaxed. “I’ll have them on alert.”

      “Good.” Benson turned to Tuleyev. “As for our own readiness, I think we’ve briefed everyone that we’re one second away from general quarters?”

      The commander ran thick fingers over the unmoving mass of gray hair atop his head. “This is not the same as—”

      Benson held a hand up to stop him. “We’ll go to general quarters when those ships reach maximum effective weapons range, if they haven’t contacted us or the high command hasn’t responded by then.”

      “And maneuvers?”

      “We already have our defensive maneuvering queued. We’ll begin when we go to general quarters.”

      There was the look of ready argument on the portly officer’s face, but after a second, he nodded.

      Next, Benson turned to the ambassador, who was fidgeting. “Ambassador?”

      “This is a very bad idea, Captain—a terrible mistake.”

      “We’re not attacking.”

      “This I understand, yes. But going to general quarters—this is provocative.”

      “If you could somehow secure reassurances? I need to be able to not only tell my people they aren’t at risk but believe that myself.”

      His mouth opened, and his lips seemed ready to form those assurances, then he sank back in his chair. “The High Command…”

      “It’s the same High Command behind the sneak attack that nearly destroyed Kedraal. Lots of my comrades died fighting against that attack.” The sting of memories—lost friends—was still fresh in her mind.

      The ambassador’s eyes dropped to the tabletop. “My role is as a diplomat, Captain. I am not a military officer.”

      “I understand.” She stiffened her back. “For now, I think we have our marching orders.”

      Tuleyev pushed up from the table. “I will return to the Lyon.”

      Thiessen shot a glance at the big display again, then stood. “I’ll get my task force into position, Captain.”

      “And I—” The ambassador got to his feet slowly. “—will return to my quarters.”

      The little man slouched to the exit at the side of the broad-shouldered Gulmar captain.

      The hatch closed, leaving only her and Halliwell.

      Benson wasn’t ready for a talk with the Marine about his behavior, but it needed to be discussed. His temperament had always been…fiery. As one of her key officers, she’d asked him to work on that. He’d made progress, but it had disappeared since his recovery from the injuries sustained boarding the Khanate ship.

      She sucked in a breath, telling herself it was time—

      Only to be rescued by Commander Chopra’s face appearing on the display. “Captain?”

      Let this be good news. Please. “Yes?”

      “We have a message from Azoren High Command.”

      “Put it through, please.”

      A room appeared on the screen. Gray concrete walls that gave the impression of solidity and mass. Flags and bunting of black, red, and white. Angular, heavy furnishings with gold accents and polished surfaces. A table full of uniformed men with their heads turned toward the camera. An empty chair—almost a throne—at the head of that table.

      She ran a quick tally—fourteen men. Only six showed the signs of age—pudgy faces, doughy bodies, sunken cheeks and wrinkles, gray or thinning hair—that matched the senior ranks she recognized on their shoulders. The rest had the appearance of what Thiessen called Golden Children.

      In the sea of blue eyes, alabaster skin, and flaxen hair, she saw only youthful vigor and cold hatred.

      Franz Graf wasn’t sitting atop his throne. Only the oldest of the officers seemed familiar: General Erwin Guderian. Stone-faced, short, and slender, now with only a crown of white hair and blue eyes that were nearly gray. He’d been Graf’s right-hand man for a couple decades, the most senior military officer. The others?

      Guderian nodded toward the camera. “Captain Benson, please accept our sincerest apologies. Your diplomatic mission is, of course, welcome to proceed into Himmel space. Under escort. Please bring down your senior staff and Ambassador Manshaus for a meeting with the High Command at your earliest convenience. We look forward to meeting you.”

      The message ended abruptly, and the screen blacked out.

      Benson blinked at Halliwell and saw on his face the same thoughts she was feeling: Something had changed.
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      Finally, Benson’s breath came back to her. It sounded like a bullhorn-amplified sucking sound, booming off the conference room walls. How long had she held everything in after the message ended? Long enough to make it sound like a desperate gulp when she breathed. Being shocked like that really was like being kicked in the chest, having every muscle in your body tense up while your lungs tried to come back online.

      Her palms were thoroughly damp now. When she licked her lips, a little bit of sugar from the pastries came away. She reached for her cup, which held the last of cool, black coffee that now smelled wicked. To talk, she needed something to wet her throat.

      She swallowed the drink, then set the cup back on the table with a shaking hand.

      Another look at the display, a hope that maybe the High Command would be there, laughing. “A good joke, Captain Benson—don’t you agree?”

      Ha-ha-ha!

      No joke. It was just her and Halliwell and his scowl and her jagged breathing and her armpits growing damp and her crazy heart racing anxiously.

      What had just happened?

      Halliwell slapped a hand against the table. It was like a lightning strike—the instant of light flickering just before the boom.

      That was just her blinking at the sudden movement, then getting caught up in the silence before the sudden thump.

      All the same, she jumped, exactly as if it had been thunder.

      The Marine’s scowl deepened. “You’re not falling for that, right?”

      “Falling…?”

      “An escort? They send a fleet as escort?”

      Oh. That. “Something’s changed.”

      He snorted. “You think?”

      “Clive. Stop it.”

      “Stop what? They’re asking you to put all of us right in their crosshairs and then smile while they turn us into twisting wreckage they can salvage at their leisure.”

      She ground a knuckle into her chin. “Think about it for a minute.”

      “Think about—?” He shook his head. “You’re actually considering doing this?”

      “Clive—”

      “No. Seriously? You want to let them tell us what to do? They can sneak in nice and close. We can keep our shields down. Maybe we can send them some targeting information, just in case they can’t get a clean lock-on.”

      The knuckle ground harder, pinching flesh against bone. “Your anger is taking away your objectivity.”

      “Oh, so this is a me problem? I’m the one making a mistake? I’m the one about to stick the fleet’s ass up in the air for a free shot?”

      “Let’s keep this professional.”

      His face turned red. “A professional wouldn’t risk her fleet.”

      The intensity and heat coming off of him—things weren’t resolved between them. “This isn’t the right time to let things become…personal, Clive.”

      “Really? When is that then, Faith? Maybe you could talk to Floyd, see if you can get on his calendar to work out whatever scheduling you two need before you slot me in for a good talking to?”

      This is about Thiessen? “I… We need to focus on the matter at hand. Please.”

      “The matter at hand is you making bad decisions because you’re too distracted by impressing your Gulmar boyfriend.”

      “Clive—”

      “You don’t care enough about your people—”

      “Clive—”

      “—to do your job and blow the hell out of—”

      “Lieutenant Halliwell!”

      His teeth clacked together, then he leaned back in his chair. “We could end this threat right now.” His voice was soft and shaky. “You saw the latest update on that fleet. We outgun it.”

      “We can’t afford to lose ships we’ll need against the Khanate.”

      “This is our chance to repay the Azoren—do to them what they did to us.”

      “We’re better than that.”

      He dug a necklace out from inside his shirt. A polished piece of shrapnel dangled from the end. That chunk of metal should have killed him long ago, when most of his battalion had died in a bungled training exercise on Dramora. It was a planet now entangled in an effort to leave the Kedraalian Republic for the Azoren Federation.

      That betrayal, that crass need to play at political divisiveness—it had to hurt, to burn where the memories of dead comrades felt like empty shadow.

      The Marine stared at his metal talisman. “Is there really any value in it?”

      “In…?”

      “Being better? You know: Not being the one to pull the trigger first? Letting your people die nobly and giving them ribbons and medals in memory? Taking the more merciful option, even if it means more coffins shipped home after the engagement? Letting someone who just killed a platoon with a dirty bomb walk away with a light sentence in a cushy prison? I think if you asked the dead, they might disagree.”

      Sweat trickled down her side. She hated fighting with him. Inside, everything twisted and ached not just because of his passion but because he was right. No one had a problem asking the military—especially his Marines—to make sacrifices. None of the politicians who formed the policies that put her and him on the front line, at risk every minute of the day, had even served. They had no idea what they were asking, what even a second under fire felt like.

      But in this one instance, the policy was meaningful. She had skin in the game because she’d helped craft this.

      She fought back the urge to reach for his hand. “This is the right thing.”

      “What if it isn’t? What if they’re coming in for a strike?”

      “Then they’ll be dead not long after us. And maybe we’ll be dead not long after we kill them. Clive, this is about survival. Right now, somewhere out there, that Khanate fleet is moving to its next target. If we can’t pull together a big enough force to go after their home world and force them to engage us, millions of innocent people could die.”

      “I don’t know if there are millions of innocent people left, Faith.”

      “When I was on Radetta, Floyd took me to the…city where he grew up.”

      “Touching.”

      She shook her head. “It wasn’t touching at all. It was filthy and poor and hopeless. Like the ambassador said, it was squalor. There’s nothing like it in the Republic. Even our poor are treated with some level of dignity. Those helpless and powerless people were incinerated. The Khanate force launched missiles into a bunch of tin shacks.”

      Halliwell looked away. “They’re just another form of scum.”

      “They’re the type of people who won’t quit. They have no tolerance for anyone who doesn’t embrace their beliefs.”

      “Convert or die. I know.”

      “I don’t think they’re concerned about converting anymore. They’ve gone mad.”

      He leaned toward her. “They all went mad—the Azoren and Moskav, too.”

      “It’s a different madness. I think there’s a grain of sanity in the Azoren. Maybe it’s not sanity. Maybe it’s self-preservation. If Manshaus is right, it sounds like some people are growing tired of the war with the Moskav.”

      “Or they’re just running out of people.”

      She waved that away. “If we can convince the High Command that the Khanate is the greatest threat, we can use that fleet out there or one like it. We can reduce the losses we’ll suffer in this fight to survive. Isn’t that what you want?”

      “I want to do the right thing.”

      “Destroy the Azoren?”

      “Wipe them out. Hit them now. Don’t let them be the ones to trick and lie. Even if this isn’t an ambush, you know they’ll turn on us the second they get the chance.”

      “And if we don’t wipe the fleet out? If we sustain heavy casualties in the fight?”

      “We can outproduce these people. We can win this war. It just takes commitment.”

      “Commitment to what?”

      “To doing whatever it takes.”

      Benson set her hands on her lap. “I don’t have that commitment, Clive.”

      “I know.” He stood, face twisted down in a sulk. “I had to try.”

      He stomped out.

      Stopping him would have done neither of them any good. She sucked in a deep breath and counted again, this time to twenty. Then she used her data pad to connect to Thiessen.

      He accepted. “Captain Benson?”

      “Floyd, are you still aboard the Valor?” He was. She showed him in the lift, headed down to the hangar deck.

      “Yes.”

      “Are you alone?”

      “I’m the only one in the lift.”

      “Can you—” She blushed, feeling like a schoolgirl talking to a boy in the hallway. “I’ll meet you at your shuttle. If you get a moment, please give the Azoren High Command response video a look.”

      “They finally responded?”

      “A recording. I’m forwarding it to everyone now.”

      “All right.”

      Thiessen was pacing at the bottom of the ramp, head down, tugging at the fine whiskers of his beard. Behind him, the airlock light was a soft amber that was like a distant sun. His head came up when she stepped back from the viewing porthole, and the inner hatch opened.

      “Captain Benson.” His eyes darted to the other ships in the hangar.

      She nodded toward his airlock. “Mind if we talk inside?”

      Tension eased from his body as they strode up the ramp. When the outer airlock door closed, he leaned against it. “Is this about your lieutenant’s outburst?”

      Her head sagged. “Clive… He’s complicated. His situation is messy.”

      “I don’t think there’s a person who’s actually lived life who doesn’t have messy complications. That doesn’t mean they talk about ambushing potential allies in front of a diplomat.”

      “I know.”

      “Not that I disagree with him.”

      That brought her head up. “What?”

      “It is the perfect time to hit them. Anders knows that, too. I think at some level, he’s expecting it.”

      “But we’re here to negotiate the terms of an alliance.”

      “And you catch them with their pants around their ankles if you attack. That’s why they’ve scrambled that fleet. They know they’re vulnerable. They’re thinking it’s the kind of thing they’d do. You could see it in their eyes in that video.”

      “We’re not them.”

      He scratched the back of his head, where shrapnel had cracked his skull not two months ago. “People have a hard time seeing the world with eyes other than their own. They would use a maneuver like this to launch a sneak attack, therefore everyone would. That’s why the Gulmar leadership behaves the way it does.”

      “Like bloodless psychopaths?”

      “As far as they’re concerned, everyone is a bloodless psychopath, all willing to knife their parents for a couple dollars.”

      “I…don’t think I could make a career in service to people like that.”

      “You sure?”

      “My government’s not…” Could she really draw a bold enough line of distinction? Yes. Yes she could. “We’re not that bad.”

      “Maybe they aren’t. Anyway, moot point. My career’s done when this contract’s up.”

      “Had your fill?”

      He blushed. “Actually, I’m probably looking at doing time on one of the penal colony stations.”

      “Prison?”

      “That’s a nice way of describing it.”

      “What for?”

      “I participated in an act of coercion against the provisional leadership council. Wouldn’t that get you put in prison?”

      “I—” He was right. The Gulmar leadership couldn’t touch her for the actions she’d forced them to take. But Thiessen? He had no such protection. And if she’d tried something like she’d done with her own prime minister? But… “Won’t you have the security forces at your command when this is all over?”

      “It’s a temporary position.”

      “But you hold it right now. Couldn’t you…change things?”

      He folded his arms over his chest and pinched his chin. “That would prove their point about the danger of giving so much power to someone without proper vetting.”

      “Or it would prove that anyone can break when pushed too far.”

      Thiessen shoved off the outer airlock door. “I suppose there will always be two ways of looking at anything. Was that what you needed to talk to me about—your lieutenant? See him in a different light?”

      “No. I wanted to get your thoughts about the Azoren.”

      “My thoughts about whether this is an ambush on their part?”

      “Yes.”

      His eyelids narrowed in concentration. “If we play it cool, we should be fine. I don’t think they’re looking for a fight right now. Not with the Khanate fleet hidden somewhere out there.”

      “So they understand that this is a real danger?”

      “Anders does, and he assured me that—” Thiessen sucked in air with a hiss. “Well, he assured me that the people who used to be in the High Command believed him.”

      “But all that changed. I didn’t recognize half of the people around that table.”

      “Looks like.” Thiessen tugged on the hem of his jacket. “I need to get back to my ship.”

      Benson smiled, but it felt awkward. She wanted to say more but couldn’t think of what. Maybe it was just a mention of how much she enjoyed his attention to detail and calm, something she really respected and needed. Or maybe it was the way being so close to him and taking in his warmth and the gentle grassy sweetness of his cologne made her tingle.

      The outer airlock door hissed open, sucking out that heat and aroma, and she followed after it down the ramp, saying nothing more but glancing back when she reached the bottom. At the top of the ramp, he stood stiffly, brow bunched, as if he were angry.

      Had she crossed a line—perhaps with her suggestion of a coup? She hoped not. Allies were hard to come by, and he seemed so promising.

      Then the airlock hatch hissed shut, the ramp rose, and she was alone.
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      For the last two years, Colonel Avis McLeod had spent more hours at work in his Group for Strategic Assessment office than home. In fact, to him, home had become a nebulous idea. It was a house, certainly—big, empty, an hour outside the city, surrounded by an immaculate broad lawn. But eating a meal alone there was no different than grabbing a bite in the commissary and reading over unclassified reports. If anything, wandering the halls of the sprawling GSA building was more relaxing and better helped him find the focus he needed. People didn’t actively watch him here like they did when he was away.

      He had a job. He had responsibilities. He delivered.

      That’s what mattered to his superiors. That’s what mattered to the Republic of Kedraal. It’s what kept people alive.

      So, he finished off a dry chicken breast topped with a slice of white cheese that could have passed for the wax paper separator. The meat was drenched in garlic and salt and floated in wine sauce, but none of that could hide the stale, papery cheese. While he ate in the empty corner of the quiet and dark commissary, he read an analysis on the value of transferring more planetary naval personnel to the space fleet as part of the continuing ramp-up of forces.

      People were slowly coming around to the realization that the current struggle wasn’t about right or wrong or saving money or appeasing a mineral-rich planet where hotheads were making outrageous demands because, dammit, they felt more important than their population actually made them. This fight against the dark things that moved in shadow was about survival.

      Not their survival. The survival of the species.

      Good.

      The message was old. It predated the current situation by decades, going back to a time before the Azoren and Gulmar and Moskav and Khanate were nothing more than embarrassing thorns in the side of human decency. It was hard to get people to hear that message, though. Most were busy listening to themselves blabber about the importance of tolerance and decency and acceptance. And freedom. They always pointed to freedom.

      Those were great concepts. They were the sort of ideals people could feel proud dying for.

      But those concepts had led them down this dark path.

      What had been the great human experiment, the republic that would be home to humans after they’d taken a crap all over their first home—that was all over now. The samples had been tampered with, spoiled. Unwanted cultures had been allowed into the Petri dish, and fouled the experiment. What good was there in spending centuries terraforming new worlds if they were just going to act as a new toilet for all the poison and pollution of Earth?

      He clomped through the tunnels beneath the main building, checking in at the various security stations and engaging in small talk with the bored guards. Then he slipped into his office, closed the door, and settled at his desk.

      There were spies within the government. And there was corruption. Worse, there was rank incompetence.

      In that stack of problems, where would he put the uncompromising dogmatists like Representative Sargota Benson?

      Harmless. Too rigid and brittle to understand the ways of governing.

      McLeod tapped the desktop terminal to life and pulled up the latest classified reports on the spy network that was being uncovered, largely thanks to the work of Brianna Stiles. She’d missed Denise Gallo, but that little fish had been tagged long ago, and now that her use had played out, she’d been let go. But the others? The Patel network Stiles had started to map out?

      Priceless.

      And yet…

      Stiles was late reporting in. Her trip to Dramora should have produced a news report of the unfortunate death of Devanshi Patel. Plucking out that linchpin of the powerful family should have led to a catastrophic collapse within the Dramoran Independence Movement and cut off a lifeline to the Khanate and to the Azoren.

      For the third time that day, McLeod accessed the GSA Fold Space transmitter station on Kedraal’s moon and typed in RCL. It was the same recall code he’d issued each time before. At the very least, Agent Stiles should have received the notice to report in. She had codes of her own, all of them three-character combinations, ranging from MSR (Message Received) to ENR (En Route) or MNA (Mission Abort). They were the sort of codes she could send with minimal effort, even when bound. It might take time, what with the low-power transmitter embedded at the base of her neck having to not only find a device within range but also to seek out a network undetected and ride that to the nearest Fold Space transmitter.

      But it should reply. Eventually.

      It just wasn’t like her to be offline for so long. Had she found something that took her deep? The Patel network was intricate; the people they ran with were masters of byzantine twists and turns.

      But when McLeod was honest with himself, it was Stiles’s behavior that was truly worrisome. She’d become too aggressive, too prone to take risks.

      She was feeling the pressure. How could she not? Everything around her was slowly coming undone, with each brick she pulled leading to collapses big and small.

      Shadows didn’t like the light, he reminded himself.

      His terminal buzzed: A message…from Stiles.

      Finally! He would have to talk to her about promptness and—

      The message blinked at him on the terminal: NLA.

      No Longer Available. Dead. Flatlined. Exterminated.

      How? She was his best. Even better than her brother by all accounts.

      McLeod’s fingers hovered over the virtual keyboard glowing on his desktop. Shaking. He was shaking. Every asset was valuable, and every asset was expendable, but Stiles…

      His heart pounded. There was so much work still to do, and he’d been counting on her.

      Another buzz as a second message came in, also from her. It had been hung up in the delay between the orbiting Fold Space transmitter and the processing center in the building.

      He stared at the three letters: RSC. After a second, he frowned, then opened another window and began typing, arranging for a priority trip to Dramoran.

      There was still work to do.
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      Darien Caville wasn’t a sailor, but he had enough experience in deep space operations to know when a ship had come out of Fold Space, and the Ollie had just done exactly that about three weeks early. Subtle sensations washed over him, like ripples of water spreading out. The bow of the ship was the center point of the ripple, where residual energy from the jump between dimensions first struck. They were coming out of the place where physics took a hike and left the matter of defining the meaning of distance to the ship’s strange Fold Space drive. Now that they were back in real space, his stride really was nearly a meter long as he headed forward.

      Apparently, Lev Goldman was ready for the confusion. The captain of the Ollie was waiting amidships, arms crossed enough to hide some of the scars, cybernetic eye glowing a dull green. The muscles of his thick neck were tensed, and that tension informed his odor—ripe and sharp. “Far enough.”

      Caville was nearly as tall as the other man but built rangy. His dark eyes caught activity beyond Goldman’s position: crew in a hurry. They were rattling and stomping—moving crates from the cargo area toward the airlock. “What’s going on?”

      “We have a rendezvous. You know how it is.”

      “You said we were heading to Azh Shivan.”

      “We are. This is a minor detour.”

      “You didn’t tell me—”

      “I’m the captain. I’m the only one who needs to know. That’s how our operations go. Remember?” The older man shifted subtly, his arms less firmly crossed. His hand could quickly pull out the pistol he’d given Caville to shoot Stiles.

      The young man’s shoulders slumped. “I thought you trusted me.”

      “More than most of my crew, sure. But I don’t trust anyone. Not really.”

      “That’s how pirates die.”

      “Exactly.” Goldman smiled. “Why don’t you cool down?”

      “I am cool. I was worried—”

      “Don’t be. Everything is under control. Hey, go spend some time with Denise. It’s been a long trip, and I don’t think she’s enjoying it.”

      “We’ve been talking.”

      “She needs more than talking. Look, she’s a fugitive. Until she gets back to Khanate space, she’s going to feel threatened. That sort of vulnerability—you can really take advantage of it.”

      “Sure.” Caville smiled. “Make her feel safe. I’ve been doing that.”

      “Good. It’s not like she’s unattractive.”

      “Not at all. I’ll swing by and check in on her.”

      “See? That’s the right approach.” Goldman’s legs didn’t budge from their wide spread, nor did his arms unfold, but the dull, green glow left his eye.

      Threat averted.

      Being perceived as a threat was the last thing Caville wanted. Before Stiles had inserted herself into the situation, he’d been a trusted sometimes member of the Ollie’s crew, a hired gun for pirates. He’d done terrible things to prove himself. Now it felt like he’d fallen down a couple pegs, despite being the one to shoot Stiles in the head.

      Caville headed aft, toward the Khanate spy’s quarters. They’d spent a few nights together and had a good relationship despite her odd religious views.

      Halfhearted views. She wasn’t a zealot.

      The young woman hadn’t yet slipped into the ugly, concealing robes of her people. Actually, she had, but she’d also slipped out of them after a few drinks and some laughter. She apparently wasn’t ready for the whole repressed lifestyle thing. Or maybe she was, and she saw this flight back as her best chance to enjoy one last fling with freedom.

      That was fine. A total lack of inhibition made her great in the sack and took some of the sting off what he’d had to do to Stiles.

      He stopped at a small, semicircular recess in the bulkhead, where a ladder connected the decks. The rest of the crew were back in the cargo hold area, moving crates to the airlock.

      Supporting the rendezvous.

      The rendezvous with whom? Transferring what?

      Stiles had risked her life getting a look at the crates that had been transferred onto the Ollie by Devanshi Patel’s people. Caville already had a good idea of what was onboard. Goldman was a Security and Intelligence Directorate operative, and SAID was all about spreading chaos. They were moving advanced technology and weapons to the Khanate in exchange for freeing hostages. It was an operation that stretched back decades, something cooked up long ago by Mengitsu Zenawi before he was prime minister as a means to solidify his political power. Aside from a bungled rescue operation that had left eight Marines and Navy pilots dead, none of Zenawi’s predecessors had ever done a thing about the hostages. Now, with a crumbling coalition, the rookie prime minister was ready to push all his chips in and declare himself a hero. How better to distract everyone from his checkered past?

      But this felt different, like a shadow within a shadow, a compartment Goldman wanted to hide from prying eyes.

      Was the Patel family behind it? They weren’t really Zenawi people.

      A quick glance up and down the passageway confirmed Caville was alone. His computing pad wasn’t picking up cameras or other sensors in the area, and he couldn’t see anything in the recess or on the ladder rungs.

      He stepped onto the ladder, then scampered up to the top deck, stopping a meter short of the opening and listening: quiet. When he poked his head up and glanced around, the passageway was as empty as the deck below.

      What he wanted was the cockpit, where the pilot and engineer on duty ran things. It was all the way forward, where the upper deck extended past the lower sections. All the sensor and control systems were there. He would be able to get a look at what was going on in the cargo hold and airlock using those control systems. It might not give him the details he wanted, but it was better than the blind eye he had at the moment.

      He hated being blind. It meant he was failing at his job.

      Other than the soft pad of his steps and the hum of systems, it was quiet. If he stood still, held his breath, and strained, he could hear the clump and clatter of the ship’s infrastructure—air and water recycling; power systems; the thwip of shields that protected against asteroid impacts and acted as a magnetosphere for the ship, keeping out otherwise lethal doses of radiation.

      Caville stopped at the point where the stairs led up from the cargo hold. The grunting and shouting was still in full swing. Crates would be clasped into place on dollies, and maybe those dollies were already being lugged into the airlock.

      That meant it was still clear.

      It wasn’t like Goldman to leave the cockpit without a guard. Someone would be in the area. The hatch would be locked.

      Getting through the hatch was easy enough. But a guard?

      That was exactly what Caville had trained his entire life for: assessing risk, taking chances.

      Then again, Stiles had trained the same way.

      It’s the job. You did what you had to do. Now it’s up to others.

      Caville padded forward, slowing as he approached the poorly lit forward section of the ship, which held the areas that were actually monitored. He was in a starboard side narrow passageway, which ran parallel to another narrow passageway on the port side before they came together several meters ahead. Goldman’s cabin was up in that area, as were those of the two pilots and engineers plus the common bathroom—head—they all shared.

      There were cameras and movement sensors in both passageways. In the intersection where a passageway led to port and starboard emergency airlocks, someone had recently installed a heat sensor. That area was usually the coolest spot in the ship. Passing through there would register a heat blip that would fire an alert in the cockpit.

      But if there was a guard on duty…

      There were simple routines built into Caville’s data pad. Those routines were more than enough to overcome the cameras, which were unreliable to begin with. It wasn’t that the ship was broken down and ancient, but Goldman had to compromise on who he hired. People didn’t line up by the thousands to sign up for murder, and he especially didn’t want anyone too bright or too curious. That meant the engineers might not do everything they could to keep things running.

      The data pad flashed green, telling Caville the cameras were compromised.

      Next came the movement sensors. These were set up about knee and waist high. You could belly crawl under them, or you could make a high jump. The high jump would make a racket on the loose deck tiles. That was by design.

      Caville blinked contact lenses into place and located the infrared lines crisscrossing the passage. He crawled under the first two sensors, but someone had modified the third, dropping it down to ankle height. That and the heat sensor…

      Had someone been caught trying to access the cockpit?

      Heavy steps echoed from the cockpit area just ahead of a belch: the guard!

      Crawling back under the movement sensors would take too long. Caville hadn’t figured out how to defeat the heat sensor yet, but he now had his answer about whether there was a guard or not. That meant triggering the sensor wasn’t a crisis.

      The GSA agent tumbled between the lower line of the last movement sensor and the waist-high line, tucked into a ball, and rolled over the loose deck tiles with as little noise as was humanly possible.

      It was still a clatter.

      That caught the guard’s attention, and the heavy thud of booted feet raced closer.

      Coming from the starboard side.

      Caville hurried to his left and slipped into the narrow passageway that carried him forward. To his right was an engineer’s cabin. If all hands were involved in moving the crates, the cabin should be empty. But unlocked?

      He tried the access panel: locked.

      The booted feet were behind him now, back in the intersection.

      Up ahead, the passageway took a sharp turn to the right, then merged into a single way forward. The pilots had cabins off that, one to either side. Goldman’s cabin was opposite the cockpit itself, the hatch looking onto that single passageway.

      It was past the point of finding an optimal hiding place, so Caville tested each hatch as he ran past. The two pilot hatches were locked, but…

      Had Goldman’s flashed red, too?

      “Someone there?” There was no mistaking the voice: Theo. The big man was probably halfway to drunk already. He had paused rather than come forward into the passageway.

      The options at that moment were brutally simple: run back and test Goldman’s hatch, or go for the cockpit. Caville had the codes for the cockpit, but Theo was almost guaranteed to check the cockpit.

      Then again, he might check all the cabins.

      Or he might call Goldman.

      Which pointed to the third option: get the hell out of the forward section of the ship before Theo realized there really was someone there. He was a big man and slow, even when he was sober. Outrunning him was a real possibility, but not if Caville got trapped.

      Taking risks had forced Caville to shoot Stiles. But those were bad risks. Stiles’s risks.

      But something had changed aboard the Ollie.

      There would never be as good a chance to uncover what was going on.

      Caville dashed back to Goldman’s hatch and tested it again: green.

      He popped it open, but instead of going inside, he pulled something out of his pocket, dropped it to the deck, and skittered back to the cockpit and opened that hatch, too.

      As it closed, Theo’s voice boomed. “Hello?”

      The cockpit was a fairly tight space: the pilot’s station fully forward, looking onto a bank of displays; one engineer station to the right with its own set of displays; a second engineer or co-pilot station on the left mirroring the others. Each station had a swivel chair anchored into a slot in the floor, allowing the seats to move in close to consoles or push out.

      At that moment, the room was lit by a few dimmed displays, leaving shadow in the corners.

      Caville pushed the starboard engineering station seat in, then slipped beneath the port engineering station before pulling its seat in, too. It was crude and hopelessly bad cover. Anyone would think to look in the shadows. That would force the fourth option: killing Theo.

      After several long breaths, the cockpit hatch hissed open.

      “Hey! You in there?”

      Boots thudded, and in between each step was a heavy, beer-tinted breath. The wide man shuffled to a stop just past the engineering stations. His thumb and forefinger rubbed something that reflected the light from the displays: a bullet. Was it the one Caville had dropped in Goldman’s room?

      In the dim light, the big man’s olive skin tilted toward dusky. He shoved the bullet into a pocket, then brushed the back of a thick hand over his big nose while he scanned the cockpit with bloodshot eyes. His left arm was draped at his side, and a shotgun was clenched by the stock.

      His head turned slowly to the starboard engineering station, and he staggered that way, then pulled out the chair.

      “Huh.”

      He swayed.

      Then he twisted around and stared right at the port engineering station.

      “Could’ve sworn I heard…”

      The big man let out another belch, then staggered back out of the cockpit.

      When the hatch hissed closed, Caville slid out from his cover. He would panic later, when he had time. Right then, he needed to know what was going on, or the whole effort was a waste of time.

      At the pilot station, he powered on the console and accessed the external cameras. An umbilical connected the Ollie to another ship. The design was familiar enough, a smaller version of the Ollie but older. It was a privateer ship, something built by the Azoren and put into space to plunder and terrorize Gulmar shipping.

      Crewed by Gulmar, too. The bastards were as greedy and desperate as anyone. So, was Goldman selling technology to the Azoren, or was there something more at play? There were the occasional Gulmar privateers who actually operated for themselves, screwing the Azoren over.

      Without getting aboard that privateer ship and checking those crates, Caville would never know.

      He powered the console back down and tiptoed back to the hatch. Waiting in the claustrophobic bridge space wasn’t an option. The cargo transfer would finish. The crew would return to their stations.

      Caville had to get out.

      A calming breath, a centering focus, then he pushed the button.

      The hatch opened. He stepped into an empty passage and listened. Boots clomped somewhere back closer to the intersection. It sounded closer to port than starboard.

      When the cockpit hatch hissed shut, Caville cut left, hurrying down the starboard passage. Off to the right, Theo’s heavy steps thundered. He snarled.

      In the intersection passageway, Caville rushed to port and retraced his path through the motion sensors. Behind him, the drunken pirate roared in frustration and hurried aft.

      It seemed like Caville’s feet were glue. They wouldn’t move fast enough. He almost fell when he reached the stairs that led down to the cargo area and darted to starboard again. Sounds of pursuit were coming down the port passageway now.

      Once down the passageway a few meters, Caville stopped, exhaled, turned back around, and headed forward again.

      Theo burst into the open area and grabbed onto the stairway railing. “Hey!”

      Caville’s eyes widened, and he threw up his hands, as if startled. “Whoa!”

      The big man’s shotgun wavered as he pointed it. “You see anyone come through here?”

      “N-no! I—” The GSA agent pointed back down the passageway. “I’ve been kind of distracted.”

      “Distracted?” Theo lowered the weapon. His thick chest rose and fell.

      “Working up the nerve to check in on Denise. The Khanate gal?”

      A smile split the pirate’s face, exposing grimy teeth. “Yeah? She’s a good one. Not like that sweetie you brought on.” He chuckled.

      Caville joined in the laughter. Remembering how the pirate had talked about raping Stiles, remembering how he had done exactly that to other women before… It took a lot of effort for the GSA agent to keep his feet planted rather than charging across the open space and snapping the beefy pirate’s neck.

      Theo shuffled closer. “So, does she give it up?”

      “Well…” Caville shrugged. “We talk about it.”

      “Yeah. See, I’m not much for talk. Someone like that, walking around in her robes, hiding the goodies…” The big man’s breath was sour and rotten—a brewery gone without attention for too long. “I’ve thought about checking on her at night. Y’know.”

      “I think she’s under Goldman’s protection.”

      “Pfft.” The fat man waved the idea away. “She thinks she’s safe. But uppity women like her, a couple good slaps, maybe a punch in the gut. Yeah, she understands she better not talk about what I do.”

      Caville’s eyes drifted to the stairs. There was still a little scraping and shouting coming from below. People were busy. No one was on the upper deck but him and Theo. The big man was drunk, swaying, his speech close to slurring. A strike to the belly, another to the solar plexus, and it would be easy to put together a convincing fall down the stairs and a broken neck.

      But someone could be below. They could look up before there was a chance to pull back out of sight.

      Instead, Caville put a hand on the other man’s shoulder. “Aren’t you supposed to be on watch up here?”

      “Huh? Oh, yeah. Thought I heard someone—”

      “Might want to lay off the beer for a little bit, right?”

      Theo scowled, and color flashed through his cheeks. “I know what I’m doing.”

      “Oh, I know that. I’d be worried about someone else saying something, that’s all.”

      The fat man made a sound that was half snort, half grunt. “Yeah.”

      Caville looked back down the passageway he’d come out of. “I won’t say anything if anyone asks. You know.”

      “Okay. Yeah.” Theo’s features brightened. He nodded, nearly fell.

      “Whoa!” Caville caught the other man and helped him keep his balance.

      “Thanks.”

      “Sure. Hey, um, if you wouldn’t mind—I’d rather no one know I’m nervous about things with Denise.”

      “Huh? Oh! Yeah.” The big man tugged an imaginary zipper across his mouth.

      “Appreciate it.” Caville straightened. “Wish me luck.”

      “Give her an extra shot for me, huh?” Theo thrust his hips clumsily, then turned and took a step forward before stopping, as if confused by having two passageways to choose from.

      Caville coughed. “You came down that side.” He pointed to port when the big man
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