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      Daniel stood patiently and stared out the wide window at the massive ship maneuvering close to the station. Shortly, they would send a shuttle over for him.

      Him. Daniel Lémieux. Chef.

      And other things.

      He wondered what his various ghosts might have to say on the topic, but now was not the time to dive inside himself to ask them. War was coming and he would have more than enough time on the flight outwards to do that.

      The beginning of the war would take the form of that enormous horseshoe crab monster of a starship over there, thousands of years old and painted with freckles like a deranged pixie had been hired as an interior and exterior designer. That thing would become his new home shortly, because he could do something that only one other person in the entire galaxy could do right now.

      Use the mental powers of the Ishtan to find people and things at distances measured in light-years.

      Shortly, that ship could carry him to war.

      Daniel still wasn’t sure how he felt about it, but it was necessary. That described most of his life these days.

      Necessary.

      He glanced over at the Commander, Kathra Omezi, standing next to him as they both watched the approaching ship move into orbit. As always, she towered over him, but he was short for a male and she was tall for any human, nearly two meters and certainly an entire head above him.

      Tall and athletic, with a leanness yet that was only starting to turn into muscle and mass as she aged. Skin like onyx and hair kept buzzed tight against her skin most of the time.

      She had a few years yet before it would start coming in gray, but the woman was thirty-three now. No longer the terrible warrior she had once been, but only because the other leaders, older women of the tribe, had demanded that she stop taking so many crazy risks.

      Kathra had responded by vowing to outlive them all instead.

      She probably would.

      But her world was changing, just as his was. The war was coming. Perhaps not as many light-centuries would be involved for her, but she was still overturning everything she had known in the process.

      Everything he had known as well. In Kathra’s case, she was pregnant finally, with a daughter that would be the next leader of the Mbaysey Tribal Squadron, although hopefully not for many decades.

      Daniel Lémieux was simply going to war in her name.

      He even understood why Kathra was making the choices she had. Appreciated it, as well, but it was still strange to actually be living through the consequences of those enormous decisions, like that ship coming closer.

      SwiftStar.

      But he was comitatus. Sworn to serve her, body and soul, like the two dozen warrior women Kathra had. And one other cook.

      It was the definition of comitatus that was changing, and Daniel wasn’t sure the galaxy would ever be the same.

      He was merely Commander Omezi’s personal chef.

      Except he wasn’t that anymore.

      Up until now, it had been an academic discussion for the most part. Ndidi had done more of the cooking than him over the last year or so. He was just Kathra’s Executive Chef now, while Ndidi Zikora was the Chef de Cuisine, actually running the kitchen and training new women how to cook like she and Daniel did, using mostly Daniel’s original recipes plus things culled from every cookbook he had obsessively acquired while they were still in human space.

      The adventures had carried him far beyond the regions the Sept Empire claimed, or the Free Worlds beyond that.

      Beyond even that swath of savagely damaged worlds that were still known as K'bari space, even though the K'bari themselves were no longer a stellar civilization. At least on those few worlds where they had survived at all.

      Well closer to the galactic core, Kathra’s Mbaysey Tribal Squadron had located the Anndaing, bipedal hammerhead sharks who possessed the most advanced technology in the region.

      Fierce merchants who carefully hid the terrible secret of what dangerous warriors they could turn themselves into if threatened. When the rare Call to Armada led them to assemble fleets of thousands of small ships, like terriers ready to assault a bear.

      Perhaps piranha taking on a killer whale was a better image, because the Anndaing had broken many threats, including the people who had once built this frightening warship just coming into a docking orbit with the station.

      The Ovanii.

      Once they had been wanderers and raiders. But no more. Their legend today might remind educated Anndaing of the human stories of the fierce Vikings that had so terrorized northwest Eurasia before industrial technology. Like the Vikings, the Ovanii had possessed a wealth of nearly-forgotten culture that Daniel was slowly bringing back, but that was not today’s story.

      In that distant past, the Anndaing Armada had broken the Ovanii. So utterly and permanently that only one colony of the people survived today, just barely crawling back up to their own industrial revolution after millennia of barbaric darkness, when they would not accept defeat and integration into the Anndaing Merchants Guild, the government and culture that had defeated them.

      What would it be like if they finally returned to the stars after so many centuries? Did they still have legends of being great star-faring warriors? Daniel had asked Wyll Koobitz, the representative of Merchants Bank, but the reports had been ambiguous.

      “You are remarkably silent today, even for you,” Kathra finally broke the silence engulfing them, looking down from her incredible height and smiling.

      He shrugged and looked closer, but she was only three months pregnant at this point, so nothing showed yet. Except the glow the woman seemed to exude this morning.

      Daniel had never been around pregnant women, but others assured him this was normal.

      Erin, Spectre Two and Kathra’s second in command, had the same glow whenever Daniel saw her, tempered somewhat by the woman’s innate fierceness.

      But it was just the two of them, him and Kathra, right now.

      “I am standing on the landing pad, back on Genarde,” Daniel looked up at the woman. “I have just sold my restaurant to my Chef de Cuisine for the eleven hundred or so Sept Crowns in his wallet at the time, and walked away from everything and everyone I have ever known.”

      She nodded, silently, understanding.

      Daniel had inherited mental abilities he could not describe or explain when the two of them had killed the terrible villain known as Urid-Varg. Kathra had been Daniel enough times, been to the very core of his soul to understand all his secrets.

      She knew him better than he did, because she didn’t have any of the deflections or evasions a man constructs after he turns forty and has to admit to the kind of person he has become.

      All the comitatus had merged with him at one time or another, but only Kathra, Erin, and Ndidi did it regularly. A’Alhakoth, Spectre Twenty-Three had done so as well, but she saw other things in Daniel than the human women did. Things that still left him unsettled.

      “The future did turn out to be more interesting than just starting another restaurant,” Kathra assured him with a warm smile. “Or even opening a hot dog stand on a starport concourse somewhere.”

      “There are days I do not believe you, Kathra,” Daniel grinned back.

      But he understood her. He had been her, just as she had been him. Some days, it was difficult to tell where each of them ended. Ndidi was the same way, but Kathra had originally ordered that woman to become his confessor, and never rescinded that.

      Fortunately, most of the comitatus detested the thought of a male’s touch. Even Kathra had gone to the sperm banks and secretly selected the father of her child for the doctors. She and Erin had the same man, whoever he was, but Daniel had not pried.

      It would be enough that the daughters born would be sisters of the blood, as well as the soul.

      “Everything must change, Daniel,” Kathra noted, returning to the refrain that had been her mantra since that day, half a year ago, when a Sept warship had emerged from jump right here in this system, and come that close to killing him, but for Kathra, and more importantly, Ife.

      He turned back to the ship in front of him.

      The design reminded him of a horseshoe crab with the long end chopped off. Armor scales around the flat and plates across the top and bottom where a frightening number of turrets could emerge for combat.

      The Ovanii had built it so long ago. The Anndaing had interred it on a different planet from its crew, stored against future need.

      Kathra Omezi had bought it.

      Knowing the Anndaing as he did from close contact over the last year, the fact that they had sold her the ship outright, instead of making such a deal a long-term lease, told him just how serious they took the threat of the Sept.

      But then, their galaxy had changed as well. The Anndaing sectors were beyond K'bari space when seen from the perspective of humans worlds. Humans had been unknown beyond K'bari space to them as well.

      Until the Cargo-6 Koni Swift and Trademaster Crence Miray had stumbled into the Mbaysey at a system that had no name. Just a number. A milepost in the wilderness, as it were.

      “Everything must change,” he agreed with a nod. “But I don’t have to like it.”

      “You’ll still be cooking, as much as Ndidi will allow it,” Kathra grinned. “And with a larger crew, she might need you now.”

      They shared a laugh. Before, Kathra’s comitatus had required one cook, because all two dozen of them ate communally, occasionally with a handful of crew selected by lottery once word got out about the new chef Kathra had hired.

      Ndidi had cooked for the rest of the crew, until it became necessary to promote the woman to be Daniel’s keeper. And his friend.

      Ndidi was comitatus as well, although her glasses had kept her from ever flying a Spectre fighter ship, which used to be the measure of the comitatus warriors.

      But with Kathra retiring to simply command, several other women had changed roles as well. Others had been promoted, but the comitatus as it had been was no more.

      Change.

      “It will not be the same,” Daniel echoed. “And that will be good. But I look forward to this war ending, so that I can return to a bistro, or perhaps a brasserie somewhere, and just cook.”

      “That will be easy then,” Kathra said.

      Daniel turned back to her, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      “We just have to destroy the Sept Empire.”

      Indeed.
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      Once, the need to wear glasses had meant that Ndidi would never be a warrior. Never join Commander Omezi’s comitatus. That the only way she would be allowed to serve aboard the great flagship WinterStar was by taking an apprenticeship in the kitchen.

      But they had seen more in her than she had known, even then.

      Ndidi studied her reflection in the mirror and pulled at the jacket she wore, still uncomfortable in so many layers and long sleeves.

      But Ife had insisted that her officers dress in uniforms, rather than the simple pants and light shirts everyone wore on SeekerStar, where Kathra kept the temperature a balmy twenty-five degrees most of the time.

      SwiftStar was kept four degrees colder. At first, Ndidi hadn’t understood, but now the jacket she wore made sense. She still wore the tangerine pants of the comitatus, and the black shirt, but with a turquoise jacket over that, signifying that she was an officer aboard this vessel.

      Second in command even, which made no sense to Ndidi whatsoever, except that everyone had celebrated her when it happened.

      Again, maybe they knew her better than she did.

      She looked at the stranger in the mirror again, trying to see what they saw.

      Twenty-four years old. Short compared to most of the women Kathra had surrounded herself with. Muscular and stocky. Blind as a slug without her glasses.

      Attractive enough to the women of the comitatus and crew that she’d gone to bed with more than one of them. Even Daniel found her beautiful when she looked in his mind, but the thought of a male touching her made her skin crawl. Even a friend like Daniel.

      And he had other outlets, so she didn’t need to worry.

      She tugged at her sleeves again and the bottom of her jacket, trying to make it lay right, but it was doing what it wanted, regardless of her ideas.

      Like much of the galaxy.

      Ndidi took a deep breath and shrugged.

      She turned and cast one quick glance around the cabin she had been assigned. Most of the ship was empty, so there were a tremendous number of rooms available, but Ife had wanted everyone centered, with the bridge just forward and engineering just aft.

      The Ovanii had carried their entire tribe in fleets of ships like this, so they had suites for more than a thousand families, and the Ovanii had been as tall as Kathra on average, so the rooms were large as well.

      Her personal cabin was larger than the room she had once shared with five other girls when she was just a cook aboard WinterStar, before circumstances had put her in charge of the main kitchen.

      Before Kathra made her comitatus.

      Ndidi grimaced at how far she had come, and how far she might fall when she finally made a mistake, but she would do the best she could until then.

      She emerged into the ring hallway on the port side, exactly opposite the matching room Ife had to starboard. It wasn’t really a ring, running in a loop from the aft hull around the bow and back again, but that was what they had been called on WinterStar and SeekerStar, when the one hallway connected to itself if you just walked for long enough.

      These didn’t but you could still walk a long ways when you wanted to. Probably why Ife had the whole crew together in as compact a space as possible.

      The gravity was strange as well, without any Coriolis force working on her inner ear. SwiftStar didn’t rotate, unlike the rest of the Tribal Squadron. It had something close enough to grav field inducers like the old Sept and Free Worlds TradeStations, but much more efficient.

      And set higher, which she was still getting used to. The Ovanii lived at 1.15 gravity, rather than the lower settings humans from Tazo preferred, and even that was 1.06 compared to Earth.

      For Ndidi, it meant retraining herself not to catch at a falling knife in the kitchen when she dropped something. Knives, pans, pots, mugs.

      They fell just enough faster that her hands would have to be retrained, and she wasn’t there yet.

      Yet.

      Even she knew how stubborn she was. None of the other crew were more stubborn. Didn’t matter if they were comitatus, flight crew from SeekerStar, or new recruits picked up from the various species of Anndaing space to fill out crew slots.

      Maybe that was why Kathra had promoted her.

      She entered the flight deck’s observation lounge as the door slid into the wall, marveling at even the tiniest bits of technology the Ovanii had had, compared to the poverty Ndidi had grown up with. Doors with power to sense you coming and open themselves without you doing it.

      Lights that came on when someone entered a dark room for the first time, although she’d nearly jumped out of her skin the first time they went dark, having seen no movement from her in so long they presumed the room was empty.

      Ife was already there, smiling proudly at the space. It wasn’t the massive flight deck of SeekerStar, or even the cramped ones they’d had on WinterStar. Just enough for three good pilots to put SkyCamels or Spectres in here, or a reasonable professional landing an Anndaing transport, like today.

      Nobody else was here but the two of them as they watched the shuttle come to rest and the outer doors close. A long pause, and air began to fill the space.

      Like SeekerStar, SwiftStar did not have the correct docking ports for an Anndaing transport. This space had been designed for what the Ovanii had classified as an assault transport, according to Daniel’s research.

      Ndidi was learning Ovanii, along with the Anndaing she knew and several other languages she had picked up along the way. Not all of Daniel’s cookbooks had been translated yet.

      “You look good,” Ife smiled at her as Ndidi came to rest on her left, just like on the bridge. “And you’ll do fine. Think of it as a cooking competition, against the whole rest of the crew.”

      “Daniel’s the only competition,” she said automatically.

      “Oui,” Ife’s smile cranked up another notch. “And on SwiftStar, I am probably the only one with more experience than you.”

      “I’m a chef by training.” Ndidi almost groaned out those words, unable to help herself.

      “You are a leader,” Ife’s voice got serious now. “A planner. An officer. And you are comitatus. Kathra does not do that lightly. If she treats me the same now, I took two decades longer than you to prove myself to the woman. I can see you commanding this ship, one of these days soon, or perhaps the second one Kathra buys or builds.”

      “You’re crazy, Ife,” Ndidi replied.

      “That is beside the point, young one,” the woman said with a laugh. “It is still the truth.”

      Ndidi let that go. In her heart, she didn’t believe, but again, everyone else did.

      Kathra had moved her to the very center of things and given her specific instructions that only Ndidi could carry out, more than once.

      She nodded and brought her shoulders back as Daniel emerged from the ship, into the bay, and began walking this way.

      Like the two of them, he no longer wore the darker clothes of SeekerStar’s crew, but had on the same tangerine pants, black shirt, and turquoise jacket that she did.

      Officer. Still the head chef, although Ndidi would be damned if he thought he was going to keep her out of his kitchen.

      That brought a smile to her face. Daniel had refused any other responsibility than fighting the Sept with the powers of Urid-Varg. That and cooking.

      But he was no longer Kathra’s personal chef. Or even Ife’s. He had his own staff now, but the crew of this enormous vessel was only one hundred and thirty-eight. Twenty-five of those were officers, including the three of them. Fifty-eight were human, with the majority of the rest Anndaing that had been seconded specifically by Crence Miray and Wyll Koobitz.

      Two men Ndidi had learned to trust.

      They knew Daniel’s secret and had kept it.

      The hatch opened and Daniel joined them.

      He looked about how she felt, so Ndidi smiled.

      They were all being called upon to transcend themselves and take on greater responsibilities than any of them had ever imagined.

      That would keep her going.
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      Ife happened to enter the bridge of SwiftStar first because both Ndidi and Daniel lagged back a step. Probably intentionally, if unspoken.

      Probably unspoken. She didn’t think the two of them were mentally conversing, but they’d all shared beings enough times that they were adult brother and sister, as one did once you got past the fussy years and settled into yourself.

      Like the ship, her bridge was horseshoe shaped, with them entering from the base. She took her place, standing next to her command platform.

      Standing.

      WinterStar and SeekerStar had no gravity at the core, so the bridge was always in freefall and you swam between rooms, instead of walking. Latched yourself to hooks or strapped yourself into a seat whenever still.

      Ndidi took up her spot on Ife’s left. The Ovanii called that the shield hand, and the second in command of these vessels was thus Shield. It sounded so much nicer than First Savaran, which was the Sept term.

      Similarly, Ife wasn’t the Aspbad of this ship, even though she was. The Ovanii called that person the Speaker. She liked that title better. On her right, Ngozi Obi had joined her from SeekerStar as gunner, except that now her official title on SwiftStar was Sword.

      Ife presumed that Ngozi had transferred just for the title alone. Ngozi could be like that.

      Daniel took up a seat on her left in front of Ndidi, where he would be opposite the sensors officer on her right. Sensors had been Ife’s old responsibility on SeekerStar and then WinterStar before that. Having to understand everything that was going on around you at all times, and where the ship would move to, had made that position a useful training ground for Ife.

      Which would make the future interesting, since her current sensors officer was an Anic, one of the Anndaing client species they had brought into the modern age several centuries ago.

      Acqueir Chanthraphone was an erect biped, but then so were most of the species in this part of the galaxy. She was as tall as many of the Mbaysey women, who tended to be extremely tall for humans. Acqueir, like most of her kind, was rail thin. Maybe sixty kilograms nude. Gray-blue skin marked with turquoise lines and patterns under her uniform that had seemed almost like scales from a distance.

      Her eyes were all pupil, glowing a soft blue that could be seen in the dark. The Anic had no body hair save for a mohawk crest similar to Erin’s, except straight instead of curly, and ranging from red to lavender.

      Alien among the Mbaysey, but she could still be mistaken for human in the dark, unlike Anndaing and some of the others.

      And as smart as Ndidi. Possibly one that Daniel and Kathra would have to investigate for membership in the comitatus at some point, after she had proven herself in battle with them.

      Now that she had brought the other two, the entire crew were on board and at their positions. Poised in silence broken only by air hissing from overhead vents and various consoles beeping to keep people apprised of their status.

      “Bring up the main screen,” Ife ordered. “Forward view without subtitles. Standard magnification.”

      Ife’s primary pilot was Stina Carte, Spectre Sixteen. Another of Kathra’s comitatus that had chosen to give up a life of flying Spectres for service in a new war. She was the only Anglo aboard, just as Daniel was the only Rabic, but with Acqueir, it made the bridge team just look like a federation of species.

      Stina had things moving quickly. SwiftStar had been in their hands for four months now, since Koobitz had brought it to Ogrorspoxu from the secret base where they had entire fleets of old Ovanii ships interned. Everyone had already been training in simulators, but then they took the ship out and pushed it. Learned what it would and wouldn’t do.

      Ife had only ever flown in fragile Mbaysey ships. Even SeekerStar was a spinning top that might break if you were too hard on it.

      SwiftStar had been built as a dedicated warship by an entire species of steadfast warriors. Ife would feel good taking on an entire Sept Patrol by herself.

      She studied the stars ahead of them, and the edge of Ogrorspoxu just visible as the ship orbited, with the primary station above and behind them, relative in orbit.

      “Open a channel to Kathra,” Ife said. “Conference mode and put her on the main screen.”

      Video communications. Just another mark of the former poverty of the Mbaysey, like so much else. Gravity fields everywhere. Magical doors. And seeing someone’s face while you talked to her.

      Ife smiled as the screen activated and the Commander was there.

      Ife could see the transformation that had already taken place in the woman, after just a few months. The glow. It was unlikely that they would return in time for the birth of the next Commander, but the future of the Mbaysey would be assured.

      SwiftStar was just the sword reaching out to teach the Sept better manners. Ife would need a whole squadron of such ships as this, the tiny Dueler-class vessels that were already massive. She would need Assailants, and maybe even one of the remaining Battlemasters, if she was truly going to carry out Kathra’s dream and actually break the Sept.

      Ife’s dream, as well. And that of all the rest of the women who had ever lived on Tazo. Who had grandmothers and aunts still marked with the barcode tattoo that had meant they had once been property of a Sept lord.

      Kathra seemed to be studying them for a long moment. Committing faces to memory, perhaps, if they failed to return home.

      Ife was not possessed of such doubts, but her job was to bring this team to safety.

      And blow up Sept shipping.

      “Range deep and deadly,” Kathra began. “Even the Free Worlds has not yet been moved to resistance, but they have spent decades denying this day. Without us, their time will come, and come quickly, so you will be my sword and my shield. The Sept must finally be taught to know fear. To understand it deep in their souls where it gnaws at them in the quiet darkness. You cannot stop a Septagon by facing one, but you can cut his throat from behind. Do that, and then return. I will prepare them for war here.”

      The line cut at the far end and the screen returned to stars. Ife felt her heart surge hard and loud at those words.

      “Stina,” she croaked, pausing to swallow past a dry tongue. “Break us out of orbit. All ahead full.”

      “Executing,” Stina replied, equally shaky in her tones.

      It had come down to this.

      The Mbaysey were finally sailing out for war.
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      Kathra was standing on the bridge of SeekerStar, supervising things when they came out of jump in the Kanus system. Obioma was still merely piloting. However, when Kathra wasn’t around Obioma had moved up to something like the command position Ife had mostly held.

      They were all growing into new roles. The Commander wasn’t going to be flying her Spectre into battle anymore, and Obioma was going to become SeekerStar’s Speaker one of these days.

      The woman was good, else she wouldn’t be here, but Ife had run things before this.

      Thus are we all growing up.

      Kanus had not changed in the two months Kathra had been gone this time. Nor would it with A’Alhakoth acting as her representative, dealing with any problems that might come up. Another woman growing into a role, and doing it well.

      The Tribal Squadron was currently off harvesting from one of the nearby uninhabited neighbor systems that had largely sheltered Kanus for so long. With no other inhabited world nearby, the Anndaing had marked a large region of space off-limits for the longest time, only admitting the Kaniea to stellar civilization two hundred years ago when the Merchants Bank felt they were finally advanced enough.

      “We have arrived,” Obioma announced in a flat voice.

      Kathra grinned at the older woman. Like Ife, it was a polite way of telling her Commander that she knew what she was doing and could the woman please go away?

      “Contact the station and let them know we’re coming over,” Kathra said as she unbuckled and thrust off toward the rear entryway. “And tell Erin as well.”

      “Will do,” Obioma called after her, but Kathra was already moving.

      Her center of gravity had not changed yet, but she could just imagine herself and Erin navigating zero gravity while heavily gravid with their daughters. Someone would no doubt record the whole thing and use it to embarrass them later.

      Probably turn the two of them into training videos for newbies.

      Kathra made a note to keep up her yoga and weight training as long as she could into this pregnancy, just so Erin looked sillier on the day somebody finally ambushed them with cameras. She was the Commander, after all.

      She rode down to gravity on the lift, contemplating a future date when she didn’t need to necessarily live on a ship that used simple physics for gravity. When poverty wasn’t the single most important defining characteristic of the Mbaysey.

      Already, they were wealthier than they had ever been, the result of being able to charge premium prices for exotic foods from human lands. Eventually that would even out as Kaniea learned how to make similar things to what the ClanStars produced, as well as started importing raw materials and seeds from the Free Worlds, but Kathra knew those sharp old women in charge. They would treat every chicken like an industrial secret to be guarded with one’s life.

      Every bottle of beer would be fined down twice now, just so nobody could get their hands on the specific yeasts necessary to replicate the flavor.

      Every little bit to keep that profit margin up for one day longer.

      At the same time, IronStar and ForgeStar would continue doing what they did. Gas giants and asteroid fields were always good for exotic materials that could be traded, and the iron and nickel that made up most of space would be used for ship repairs or traded to stations in ingots.

      That trade instinct had gotten them off Tazo originally. Out of the Sept Empire. Out of Free Worlds space. Maybe out of the Anndaing Merchants Guild space at some future date. She just needed enough money to fit out a new FactoryStar, the kind that could manufacture the sorts of advanced electronics that she could no longer replace at a TradeStation.

      Then she might never need another planet for the rest of her life.

      Erin met her down on the flight deck, perhaps looking a little extra fierce today, since they had been the ones left behind while others went out to fight.

      That had always been the definition of the comitatus, but not anymore. Kathra had promised the old women that she would out-live them all. Erin had always promised to have a sister for Kathra’s child.

      The comitatus would have to adapt.

      Yagazie’s dream would live on into the next generation, even if that meant that fierce children like her and Erin had to turn into mothers, safely back from the fighting that others would do in her name.

      Kathra studied her oldest friend in the galaxy. Saw the grin under that fierce glower.

      Erinkansilemi Uduik. Erin.

      Lighter skinned than most, the result of the slaver blood that ran in her veins that she proclaimed to the entire universe with the tattoo on her cheek. Grandmother Ezinne’s mark, reproduced exactly.

      Not that Erin would ever be the property of a Sept nobleman, but they would recognize that mark on her before she killed them.

      The mohawk had been trimmed in the last day or two, cut so precise that it looked like a hat the woman wore. The sides weren’t shorn, but had speed lines shaved into the tight buzz. Kathra agreed with Erin that it added to her fierceness.

      The mechanical leg, from the replacement knee down. The Anndaing had offered her a cybernetic replacement, but Erin had rejected that out of hand. She had grown accustomed to the replacement and had no interest in being off her feet even the week that healing would take. To say nothing of having to learn to walk again.

      Plus, like Kathra, the woman had grown up poor. Economy was as deeply ground into Erin as Kathra, and the need to come back for tuning, replacements, or upgrades tied her to Anndaing space, when SeekerStar’s machine shops would do just as good a job with the current version.

      Erin smiled as Kathra crossed the space to where Spectre Two was lined up next to Spectre One for emergency combat launch, even here at Kanus.

      But they’d thought they’d be safe at Ogrorspoxu, too.

      “So how hard will it be to add a cradle instead of the front gunner’s seat?” Erin asked as Kathra got close. “Not like we have missiles to throw at someone, so we don’t ever use it.”

      Kathra laughed. Erin wasn’t going to give up the combat flying without a direct order. And even then not until Kathra did.

      “We’re supposed to be respectable matrons now, you goof,” Kathra replied, walking right up and hugging the woman. She’d always been focused on being The Commander before, and it was only now that she could just be a person.

      The Kaniea and the Anndaing still expected it of her, but that was a cloak she could put on when she docked at the station.

      “You first,” Erin laughed as they broke and headed for their flight ladders.

      Both Spectres were docked for launch. Attached to the outside of the third rim, where the spin of the ship itself would hurl them into space as they disconnected and lit their engines.

      Kathra opened the top hatch and climbed down the ladder to the compact interior. A Spectre was a two-woman ship, with a small head and kitchenette aft, for longer patrols. The front seat, where a missile and electronic warfare specialist would sit, was almost never used, except when one of the women was ferrying someone between ships.

      On Spectre One, only Daniel ever joined her.

      But replacing the seat with a cradle for an infant was silly.

      Maybe a booster when her daughter got older and could understand the sights out the cockpit window…

      “Spectre One, ready to launch,” Kathra called on the line as she finished her pre-flight.

      “Spectre Two, ready to launch,” Erin echoed a moment later.

      “Both craft, you are clear for flight,” Obioma replied. “Launch in twenty-four seconds and you will be aimed at the station itself.”

      Kathra waited, and then fired everything. Sure enough, the station appeared around the rim of the hub as she jumped forward and out, Erin right behind her and sliding off to one side.

      Kathra checked her scanners for any ship with a blue-shift. Obioma no doubt had all guns unlocked as well, remembering just how easily another SeptStar could sneak into Kanus space and attack.

      It only took one lucky shot, same as they had done to Yagazie.

      Kanus flight control might have had the same thoughts, because they seemed to have cleared nearby space as well, leaving a bubble of emptiness around SeekerStar.

      “Spectre One, this is Spectre Twenty-Three,” a friendly voice came over the line, speaking in Spacer rather than Anndaing or Kaniea. “Docking vectors have been assigned and transmitted.”

      A’Alhakoth ver’Shingi. The first Kaniea, the first true alien to join the Mbaysey, although others had since followed. The only one in the comitatus.

      So far.

      And Kathra’s Ambassador to A’Alhakoth’s own homeworld.

      Normally, A’Alhakoth should be on the ground, staying at the estate of her parents, so Kathra was surprised to find her in orbit. But she’d also been gone for two months, and left A’Alhakoth in charge in her absence.

      Hopefully, the latest news was good.
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      A’Alhakoth was Kaniea. The planet below her had birthed her originally, but she no longer considered it her home.

      Kanus was just a place now.

      It still felt weird admitting that to herself, even after being here for a year now, but she had changed when she went up and out, beyond all known space to the place where she met Erin and Daniel.

      She told herself that she would not miss the man when he went off to war. That was a lie, but not a bad one, as they were both comitatus. Both sworn life and soul to Kathra Omezi and the dream of the Mbaysey.

      But she would have liked to have gone with SwiftStar.

      Kathra knew that. Knew everything, as they had become one with Daniel’s help on more than one occasion, so that A’Alhakoth knew what the Commander needed her to do here in her absence.

      As the junior-most member of the comitatus, Kathra had still put her in charge.

      The Mbaysey’s Ambassador to the Anndaing Merchants Guild, from their own representative here on Kanus. She doubted that Morgan Wilzae had ever expected to be important.

      An assignment to Kanus as trademaster had been something of a posting in the boonies for the old shark. A place where career bureaucrats were sent after a lifetime of service as a reward, rather than an important banker from Ogrorspoxu drawing the short straw.

      But Kathra had put her foot down resolutely enough that even the Anndaing had not argued.

      Kathra’s embassy would be at Kanus, and nowhere else. Her Ambassador would be A’Alhakoth ver’Shingi. Theirs would continue to be Morgan Wilzae until his normal retirement date, still a year in the future.

      That the sharks at the capital had agreed told A’Alhakoth just how important they considered the humans to be.

      And now Kathra was back.

      A’Alhakoth had been up on the station when she’d been expecting them, because there was news to be shared, and not necessarily shared even down on the planet.

      The station was easier to secure. That might be important.

      Morgan met her in the conference room closest to the docking station where Kathra and Erin were arriving shortly. He looked more gray than normal, even for a shark, but that was only partly due to his age.

      As Anndaing went, he was something of an elder statesman, thrust into the role of a lifetime by the chance of Kanus becoming one of the fronts in a war very few people knew about.

      At least so far.

      A’Alhakoth had no doubts that it would change soon, but Kathra had tasked her with being smarter than everyone else. None of the comitatus warriors Kathra had left her with knew Kaniea culture well enough to read between the lines.

      And A’Alhakoth had not had enough time to recruit spies from her own people.

      She looked around the chamber. Small and homey. Businesslike, only
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