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 Prologue

The studio’s artificial illumination
brightened and immediately washed out the yellow-orange light from
Seshafi’s star shining through the window-mode wall screens. The
program’s director waved his hand downward as he instructed,
“Softer,” and the blinding, white light dimmed to a more suitable
level.

From behind his enormous desk, Chase Fuller
shot an annoyed look at a nearby monitor and frowned. “Shine!” he
blurted loudly. “I’m still getting shine!” Fuller’s attendant
scampered to his desk and quickly dabbed a powder brush at the
offending bright spot near his nose.

“Thirty seconds,” the director warned while
offering his star supplication in the form of a sympathetic
nod.

Fuller irritably shooed away his attendant
and scowled. “Doug, I want the makeup problem fixed before
tomorrow’s show,” he decreed while carefully adjusting strands of
hair at his forehead. “These makeup technicians all need to be
fired.” He lightly tugged at the blonde locks again before
gesturing in frustration. “And my hair! How am I expected to
continue—”

“Ten seconds.”

Fuller’s pout metastasized into a dark glower
as the seconds counted down.

“Four, three, two…”

Still seated behind the large desk, the man
transformed from sulking curmudgeon into dashing daredevil at the
final second.

“And we’re back!” Fuller announced
energetically with a wide, brilliant smile. He held his pose,
showing just the right amount of gleaming teeth for several seconds
before his countenance became that of a wise scholar. “As everyone
knows, it was just nine days ago that our navy valiantly protected
our very way of life passed down from our hallowed founders.” A
minor but perceptible tremor passed through the man although his
blue eyes remained locked onto Camera One. “You’ve undoubtedly seen
the amazing footage but I think the heroic actions of our navy
merit another look.” Fuller spun to his left precisely twenty
centimeters to hit his mark exactly. His adept shift allowed his
eyes to engage Camera Three before the director could signal to
switch the live feed to it. The media man’s stoic face now wore a
“thousand yard stare” common to a war veteran. His cobalt eyes
conveyed the perfect mixture of despondency, disassociation and
coldness of a battle weary soldier. He had sported this expression
countless times before, mostly in front of a mirror, perfecting
it.

To the stage’s far side, shielded from camera
view, Garrett Heskan watched Fuller’s outline in the large monitor
facing him. The dashing image of the host faded, replaced by an all
too familiar one. The video feed showed a Seshafian war
correspondent reporting breathlessly from Admiral Cooke’s command,
control and communications ship. The woman’s right hand swept up to
her ear to adjust her earbud as she spoke what would be her final
words.

“We’re moments away from the first hostile
pass and Viscount Wallace has still refused to concede any points
in the Saden casus bellum despite the overwhelming
superiority of Seshafi maneuvering during the pre-runs.” She looked
quickly over her shoulder toward Admiral Cooke. “We’re less than a
minute from hostilities but let’s see if we can get a quick word
from Baron Cooke.” The playback of the recording slowed as she
turned. A garbled shout was the only precursor to the flash of
light that would exterminate all life on the bridge. The glow
started at the screen’s right but needed only two frames to cause
complete whiteout.

The scene shifted. On the studio’s monitor,
Heskan now watched a bridge crew on another familiar ship, fully
secured in their shocksuits, focused utterly on their combat tasks.
Heskan recognized the bridge as belonging to a Colossus-class snow
but was unsure which of the Hollaran-purchased ships it was. Over
the bridge’s main speakers, Heskan heard his own voice.

“It won’t have to, Commander. All ship
captains execute immediate one-hundred and eighty degree rotation.
Make your speed point-two-five-C, continue line ahead formation. My
section is now the van.”

“What?” the Seshafian ship captain in the
recording exclaimed incredulously.

His first officer turned to him, her
high-pitched voice conveying extreme doubt. “Captain, that
privateer can’t be serious. He can’t match against a ship of the
line; he’ll lose his snow!”

Lieutenant Clayton Covington turned to face
the woman, inadvertently providing one of the best soundbites of
the entire battle. The handsome young man’s face contained equal
parts fear and determination. “He may damned well lose the entire
section but we’re going to follow him and save Seshafi, Jill.”

That’s obviously Ravana’s bridge,
Heskan thought as he connected the dots. A smile began to curl his
lips as he heard Covington’s now famous line. I should have
known they would play that holo-log excerpt. Not only does it
portray Seshafian resolve during the darkest time of the battle but
it also originates from the only son of the corporate system’s
CEO. It was the perfect piece of propaganda that also just
happened to be true. Still, Heskan reflected, I noticed
that the media is conveniently not playing the complaints from the
other ship captains who fought that day.

During Heskan’s internal musings, additional
scenes played over the monitor: Covington’s request to Heskan about
fighting with corporate honor, Heskan’s own fierce message to
Wallace about no surrender and, of course, the highlights of the
actual combat passes. Each scene played out from various angles and
perspectives taken from military holo-logs and specialized media
ships. The visceral combat passes were painted on the monitor in
such high definition that genuine gasps of excitement laced with
horror escaped from the live studio audience. The quality and
quantity of media coverage ensured no detail was spared. Even the
audio blurb of Vernay’s quip about “Honor” before “Fame” near the
end of the skirmish had made the montage, replayed from the
perspective of Lieutenant Baldwin’s corvette. After several
minutes, the final scene was delivered in the form of Admiral
Wallace’s assistant signaling surrender as a voiceover to the
historic footage of Viscount Wallace’s C-3 ship striking its lights
for the first time during its service.

Thunderous applause erupted in the studio as
the final scene faded away. Fuller grinned broadly and brought his
hands bashfully to his lips as though the adulation was his.
“Indeed!” he said behind another brilliant smile. He held the
expression briefly but then parted his lips fractionally because he
knew this made his dimples more prominent. After much of the
ovation slowed, he announced over the fading roar, “And today, in
an IaCom exclusive, Chase Fuller proudly presents to you, Captain
Garrett Heskan!”

The applause regained its strength as Fuller
rose from his chair and joined the revelry. Heskan felt a gentle
prod from behind but discovered his feet were rooted to the ground.
His stomach threatened revolt in support of his feet. My God, I
don’t want to do this. Over the last week, he successfully
evaded the media with the substantial assistance of Archduke Joshua
Covington and a hectic work schedule. However, Covington had warned
Heskan that eventually he would have to face the prying eyes of the
media or risk incurring its wrath. Covington explained that
victorious fleet commanders were expected, as a matter of tradition
and law, to grant interviews. Even privateer contracts had such
clauses woven into them and now, as a regular Seshafian naval
officer, it was simply part of Heskan’s duty.

Despite Heskan’s seeming acquiescence to
Seshafian practice, he and Covington played it skillfully by
awarding the first interview to Chase Fuller, the star of IaCom’s
media outlet in the Seshafian system. Although counterintuitive on
its face to appear on their enemy’s channel first, Heskan was
beginning to understand how interwoven business interests in the
corporate systems were and how incestuous the AmyraCorp-IaCom
relationship was in particular.

A second, less gentle prod unrooted his feet
from the floor. By Heskan’s third step onstage, he felt as if he
were walking almost normally. His eyes darted to the eager studio
audience. The sight of the hero-privateer turned Seshafian spurred
an even greater display of approval. Ahead of Heskan waited the
warm, outstretched arms of Chase Fuller, beckoning him closer.

“Thank you… thank you,” Fuller continued as
he gestured Heskan to a luxurious chair. After a final, gracious
nod to the quieting crowd, Fuller humbly regarded Heskan. “Captain
Heskan, thank you for granting me this exclusive interview.”

Heskan felt his cheeks burning bright red.
“Thank you for having me, Mr. Fuller—”

“Please, Captain, call me Chase.”

Heskan nearly replied in kind but remembered
Covington’s warning of Fuller. “Thank you for having me,
Chase.”

Fuller eased back into his chair. “So,
Komandor—er, Captain, how does it feel to be a Seshafian?”

“It’s an honor, Chase,” Heskan stated as
rehearsed. “In my heart I’ve wanted nothing more than a place to
settle down. I’m both privileged and thrilled to be able to call
Seshafi home and I know my crew feels the same.”

Fuller leaned toward Heskan and smiled
conspiratorially. “Is Seshafi very different from the
Commonwealth?”

Heskan forced his own smile but shook his
head. “You know the articles regarding the confidentiality of
privateering prevent me from answering that.”

Fuller’s smile grew wider as he pointed
good-naturedly at Heskan and chuckled. “You can’t blame me for
reaching for the next headline now can you, Captain? I was just
hoping that you might feel comfortable enough with Seshafi to tell
us a little about your past.” Fuller beamed at Heskan even as the
media man’s eyes bore deeply into his guest. He let the silence
grow to uncomfortable levels before pointing toward the monitor
that Heskan used to observe the replay of the battle. “Captain
Heskan—may I call you Garrett? Garrett, the battle we just watched
is unlike anything in recent history. One has to go all the way
back to the early corporate battles to find its rival.” Fuller cast
a practiced gaze upward as he pretended to think. “The battle
between Fasecare and Halatron in Nine Twenty-five comes to mind.”
He casually twirled his hand as he said, “The level of intensity,
the ferocity of your battle is… unrivaled in the modern era. In
fact, McMillon Group is considering lodging a complaint against
Secure Solutions for undue levels of hostility.”

Heskan looked impassively at the media man,
expecting more. Seconds ticked by as the silence grew once again
well past Heskan’s comfort level. Six-one-thousand,
seven-one-thousand, he counted to himself, fighting the natural
urge to fill the void.

Finally, Fuller added, “What do you think
about that?”

“That’s the first I’ve heard of it. I’m not
sure what to think, Chase.”

“But you can understand their position,
right, Garrett? I mean, the level of hostility you exuded.”
Fuller’s voice became a throaty baritone. “The sheer
animalism exhibited on the battlefield… was it really
necessary to destroy Captain Harrist’s brig?”

“Unless you’ve been in battle—”

Fuller spoke over Heskan’s response. “And end
her life?”

The added phrase made Heskan clench his teeth
briefly. “Look, Chase—”

An overpowering sneeze echoed through the
studio, earning the director’s glare at the offender. From
off-stage, Stacy Vernay raised both hands upward and shrugged her
shoulders apologetically.

Heskan used the distraction to blow out a
cleansing breath as he recalled Covington’s warning from earlier in
the day. We need Seshafi’s media on our side, even those paid by
the enemy. The thought sobered Heskan immediately. “As I was
about to say, Chase, the loss of any sailor or marine is always a
tragedy. But she took the same oath that I did.” He smiled darkly
at his next words. “I know you haven’t taken that oath so you may
not understand what it means to be prepared to die in the defense
of something. But Gael Harrist did and she honored not only her
privateer outfit but IaCom and AmyraCorp with her sacrifice.”
Heskan turned his head toward the audience and spoke with clear
conviction. “Just as Admiral Cooke and all the sons and daughters
of Seshafi did that day.” He let his gaze linger over the audience
before returning his attention to Fuller. “Are you implying that
Admiral Cooke’s sacrifice didn’t merit a ferocious response?”

Applause threatened to drown out Fuller’s
reply. The media veteran nodded appreciatively toward the audience
even as Heskan detected a cold glimmer in his eyes. Once the
clapping abated, Fuller backtracked, “Of course not, Garrett.
Please believe me when I say that I am your biggest fan and I think
the conduct of Secure Solutions was above reproach. Although, I’d
be remiss if I didn’t point out that even we in the media boldly
assume risks that place our lives in jeopardy.” Fuller cast his
eyes downward and shook his head sadly. “I understand that you,
Captain, may have forgotten our loss but Anna Dunn was an amazing
war correspondent and every Seshafian will miss her.” He paused
just long enough to give silent memorial without taking the focus
entirely away from himself. “You know, I was scheduled to be on
Baron Cooke’s ship that day but had to drop out due to an illness.
Even from my sick bed, I had to be restrained by two orderlies to
prevent me from pursuing my sacred journalistic oath.” He shuddered
but then brazenly looked out into the audience while boasting,
“Just one of the many arrows of death that I’ve avoided while
providing my viewers with the best possible coverage.”

Fuller returned his gaze to Heskan. “I didn’t
mean to upset you with the news from McMillon, Captain. I’d just be
negligent in my own duties if I didn’t mention the potential of a
grievance from your victims against your privateer parent
company.”

“Former company,” Heskan corrected.

Fuller smiled widely. “Of course.” He looked
at the top of his desk, ostensibly to check his datapad. “You are
most certainly a full Seshafian now, every bit one as each of us.”
His eyebrows shot up as if something struck him. “This obviously
means that you will allow the media on your bridge from now on,
yes?”

Heskan cringed visibly but forced a smile.
“I’ll be delighted to have you on the C-Three ship although it
appears that I cannot guarantee your safety considering IaCom’s—,
how did you phrase it? The animalism displayed by IaCom’s
actions against our fleet commander’s ship.”

“Is AmyraCorp planning recourse for that,
Garrett?” Fuller asked with wide, innocent eyes.

Heskan shrugged. “That is a decision far
above my pay grade, Chase.” It was a lie by omission. The ultimate
decision was made by Covington but Heskan had attended the meeting.
He added with another benign shrug, “I’m still new to the workings
of your rather complicated system of justice.” It never hurts to
cover the trail with a dash of feigned ignorance.

“Indeed,” Fuller replied. “And what type of
government’s justice are you familiar with, Garrett?”

Heskan once again shook his head and reverted
to his planned answer. Its delivery sounded a little too mechanical
this time, even to himself. “You know that articles regarding the
confidentiality of privateering prevent me from answering
that.”

Fuller reached over the desktop and placed a
supportive hand on Heskan’s shoulder. The man’s voice was an ocean
of reassurance. His eyes were predatory. “Come now, Garrett. You’re
Seshafian now and it’s not like it’s a secret where Secure
Solutions draws their captains from.” Fuller winked playfully at
Camera One. “I won’t tell anyone your secret!” He chuckled at his
witticism along with the audience. “You don’t even have to say
anything, Garrett. Just nod if you’ve ever held the rank of
Komandor.”

Heskan merely stared at Fuller as the
audience broke into a light chatter in anticipation of their
mysterious hero’s origins. Heskan remained a statue.

Fuller rocked back slightly and changed
course. “Or don’t you believe that the good citizens of Seshafi
deserve to know what type of man their admiral-to-be is… and where
he came from?”

The background chatter ceased instantly at
the remark. Heskan felt his self-control falter as he glared at the
man. He thought of lives lost a week ago and the lunacy of having
to dance to this man’s fiddle. His final thoughts were not of where
he came from but of all that he had been through, before his last
semblance of composure was jettisoned. “Look, you pompous ass, I
told you I’m not allowed to answer that question and you promised
me before this show that you wouldn’t ask it.”

Fuller’s jaw dropped at his guest’s rebuke.
He glanced to his director, whose expression mirrored his own,
before raising a hand to silence Heskan. For the first time in a
long time, Fuller stuttered. “I, I don’t think—”

“Not exactly a news flash,” Heskan growled
over the man. “Now, let me finish.” He risked a look to his right
and saw Vernay covering her face with both hands. Covington’s
warning flashed through his mind again, causing him to exhale
slowly before looking directly into the nearest camera to launch
his appeal. “I can understand that each of you might want to know
more about me,” Heskan admitted. “You deserve the open and honest
truth, but you and the sailors under my command also deserve
security, and that security could very well be compromised if
certain details of the battle were leaked to Sade. We’ve already
seen the lengths of Saden treachery and the impact it can have on
the lives of your sons and daughters. I’ll be damned if I reveal
information that might be used against them.”

Heskan swallowed as he nodded slowly in a
fatal acceptance. “I understand your need to know more about the
person trying to fill Admiral Cooke’s shoes and even if I can’t
tell you exactly where I come from, maybe I can tell you a little
about who I am.” Eyes never wavering from the camera, Heskan
explained earnestly, “I’ve seen my share of war, enough to know
that any level of engagement is a brutal and terrible thing.” He
cast a sideways glance at Fuller before continuing. “I know there
are rumors that I’m some kind of glory hound, looking to write his
name on The Wall of Heroes by using the blood of Seshafian
sailors.” He shook his head. “That’s not true. Every life lost
under my command haunts me, and Seshafian lives are as precious to
me as all the other sailors and marines I’ve entered battle with.
To the sailors that may be placed under my command who are watching
me now, I want to tell you this. I can't promise you that I will
bring you all home alive but I swear before you now that if we are
forced into another battle, I will sail into the fray with you and
we will sail off the battlespace together. Dead or alive, we will
all come home with honor.”

Stunned silence from the audience took the
place of Heskan’s voice. He looked at the members seated closest to
him. One, an elderly man with a fearsome scar etched down his face,
wiped at his eyes before rising slowly to his feet and began to
applaud. Like a wave propagating outward from a stone thrown into a
pond, each audience member rose and cheered. The cacophony drowned
out Fuller’s next words as he reluctantly joined the standing
ovation. The director resorted to hand signals to count down the
show’s remaining seconds and the audience was still cheering when
the red light atop Camera One faded out.

Over the subsiding roar of the crowd, Fuller
beamed amicably at Heskan while coldly warning, “You dare to cross
swords with me? I will eviscerate you, Garrett.” He stepped around
the desk to shake Heskan’s hand heartily. “Enjoy the adoration now
because your every action will be demonized. I’ll see that each of
your steps will be one step farther away from the hearts and minds
of these people.” He turned from Heskan and brought his hands to
his mouth to blow kisses toward the audience.

Heskan merely shook his head and quickly
retreated from the stage.

“That went well,” Vernay said sarcastically
as she peered around Heskan to watch Fuller signing autographs near
his desk. “And I thought I was the one with the uncontrollable
temper. You’re not going to change the whole dynamic of our
relationship, are you?”

Heskan ground his teeth and swore under his
breath. “That was so stupid of me.” He stalked past Vernay,
desperate to flee the scene of the crime. “Covington gave me one
job this morning and I blew it.”

“Hey,” Vernay spun gracefully in place and
trotted toward her captain. She reached out to place a hand
delicately around his elbow. “Garrett, it wasn’t that bad. That
jerk deserved it and, besides, your speech at the end was
perfect.”

Heskan stopped and turned back to face her.
His eyes glanced downward at her hand resting on his arm before
looking back to her face. She met his stare only briefly before
removing her hand and looking away shyly. “Do you really think it
wasn’t that bad, Stacy?”

Vernay replied while still inspecting the
tops of her shoes. “Yeah, Captain. You’re always at your best when
you’re talking about defending principles and how much you care
about the people serving under you. That’s your wheelhouse.”

Heskan’s datapad chirped. He looked down at
it and grimaced. “Guess we’ll find out soon enough. The archduke
has invited me to ride up with him to the orbital for Dioscuri’s
christening ceremony.”

“Is that what they finally decided to call
her?” Vernay asked.

Heskan nodded. “Yeah. Seshafi seems to be big
into mythological names for their ships of the line. It probably
has something to do with their ties to the Commonwealth.”


 Chapter 1

Heskan had never seen a finer shuttlecraft
than the one belonging to Archduke Covington. He ran a hand over
the intricately carved arm of his oak chair for the third time.
Only one other person shared the extravagant passenger compartment
with him. This shuttle is closer to a yacht with atmospheric
capabilities, Heskan judged. His glass rattled lightly in its
holder as the shuttle pushed its way through Seshafi Major’s thick
atmosphere.

“You’ve barely touched your cognac,” Joshua
Covington observed.

Heskan fretfully tugged at the collar of his
newly tailored naval service coat. Just over a week ago, the
archduke remarked that Heskan would look “smashing” in the
Seshafian uniform and Vernay had informed him that the CEO was
correct, especially while wearing the service dress. The entire
uniform was a throwback to the Terran age of “Wooden Ships and Iron
Men.” The top coat, colloquially called a choker because of its
stiff standing collar, ensured no sailor would willingly wear it
for daily duties. While Heskan conceded that the service uniform
was striking, he was unsurprised given the seeming obsession that
corporate navies had over their regalia. But when it’s all said
and done, Heskan mused, I’m grateful to be wearing a
military uniform again. It feels good; it feels right.

“I’m just not used to drinking while in
uniform, Archduke.” Heskan picked up the brandy snifter. He
imitated Covington’s swirling motions with the glass while trying
his best not to spill the dark liquid.

“Joshua, please… we’re alone now, Garrett,”
Covington said with a friendly smile that morphed into a frown as
he studied his glass. “This should be in a tulip, you know. More
surface area for the cognac and the bouquet is more forcefully
directed.” The patrician stuck his nose deep into the snifter and
inhaled. After several moments, his eyes refocused on Heskan.
“Still, it’s the rare Hollaran that declines a snifter because of
his dress.” AmyraCorp’s CEO stared thoughtfully at Heskan. After a
period, the man finally sipped his drink and a slow smile spread
across his lips. “Garrett, I’ve been waiting for the proper time
and I must ask. During the battle, why did you refuse to strike
your lights?”

Heskan felt his heart rate increase even
though he had been expecting this line of questioning for several
days. He raised his glass and gulped. Its contents were liquid
fire. He covered his mouth to cough lightly as Covington chuckled
good-naturedly. When Heskan was able to speak, he answered,
“Because I didn’t have a choice.”

It was a true statement. At the time, Heskan
felt he was without options. Submitting to Wallace would have left
his crew without a future. Heskan sighed as he recalled the battle.
I couldn’t quit on them, he reflected. They deserved
better than that after everything I’ve dragged them through. “I
owed it to my crew not to give up, Joshua.” He thought of
Anelace’s final charge at Blackheart and shook his
head. You barely knew them back then and you still refused to
quit long after you should have. “Maybe… maybe I just don’t
know how to quit. Even when I should.”

Covington grunted at the confession and
considered it. Finally, he stated, “I’ve never heard a response
like that from a Hollaran privateer before.” He looked Heskan
directly in the eyes and added, “But then, you aren’t Hollaran, are
you?”

Heskan looked downward while shaking his head
almost imperceptibly. “No.”

“Am I correct in assuming that your departure
from the Republic was not amicable?”

It’s all coming out now, Heskan
thought. Maybe it needs to. “You are correct, Archduke.” He
held his breath.

Covington placed his glass carefully into his
chair arm’s receptacle, leaned forward and rested a weathered hand
on Heskan’s knee. “Garrett, did you leave because the Republic is
losing their war?”

The question surprised Heskan enough to knock
him out of his introspection. He looked at Covington directly.
“No!” he insisted. “More than anything, I would have wanted to stay
and help them win it.”

“Then why did you leave?”

Heskan’s brow furrowed as he searched for the
answer. “Because there are more important things than winning a
war, Joshua.” He felt his shoulders slump. “I understand that
probably isn’t what you want to hear from the commander of your
fleet, sir.” Have I blown it? What’s the record for the shortest
career in the Seshafian navy?

Covington eased back into his chair and
picked up his glass. “That was exactly the answer I was hoping to
hear, Garrett.” The man smiled and nodded. “Truth be told, I’ve
suspected your origins based on observations for quite a while now.
I don’t know how you came to captain a Hollaran snow inside a
privateer outfit, but you and that spitfire first officer were
clearly neither Hollaran nor Solarian.” He brought the snifter back
to his nose and inhaled the aroma before continuing. “Admiral Cooke
suspected as well. In fact, he insisted that just because you were
probably Brevic, that didn’t necessarily mean you were a barbarian.
I’m glad I listened to his counsel. But still, Garrett, I needed to
be certain. I had to be sure that you weren’t the kind of man who
would grind any amount of meat to achieve a victory solely for
victory’s sake.”

* * *

Admiral Oliver Wallace was working toward
victory in his office when a chime announced the arrival of his
next appointment.

“Proceed,” Wallace rumbled without looking up
from his desk. He scanned the document before him with an adept’s
critical eye. Sade’s new casus bellum would be perfect. His
peripheral senses informed him that the gentleman who entered his
office was now standing patiently near the front of his desk.
Despite being mostly satisfied with the text of his document,
Wallace saw several opportunities for minor improvement before
presenting it to IaCom’s chief operating officer. He considered
annotating the changes despite the presence of the Secure Solutions
representative waiting for him. Ultimately, he placed his datapad
down even as his grey eyes looked up. “I trust my money was well
spent.”

Colby Persin looked nervously around the room
before meeting the admiral’s stare. “We are refunding payment back
to your personal account, Viscount. We, uh, were unable to acquire
new information regarding this Garrett Heskan.”

Wallace felt a familiar surge of heat rising
to his cheeks and grappled to maintain his volume at a reasonable
level. “Mr. Persin, are you telling me that your company is so
poorly run that it welcomes anyone into its ranks despite knowing
nothing of their former service?”

“That’s not exactly fair, Viscount—”

“What will other corporate systems think when
I inform them that, apparently, Secure Solutions sends utter
strangers to represent them in battle?”

“Viscount, this is a completely unprecedented
situation!” Persin declared. “Secure Solutions has the strictest of
standards when adding to our ranks. You know that as well as any
corporate admiral, sir.”

“Then explain yourself, Mr. Persin.”

The privateer representative took a moment to
steel himself. Finally, he assuaged, “We understand your concerns,
Viscount. In fact, we more than understand them and we intend to
make this little accident up to you, sir.”

“Little?” Wallace erupted. “Your
little accident cost Sade the entire casus bellum,
sir! Your error destroyed our best chance to absorb AmyraCorp with
as little cost or exposure as possible and finally, it cost an
immeasurable loss to my personal honor and standing not only in
this system but also in every corporate world! My ship
struck her lights! Because of you, I was forced to
yield!”

The man in front of Wallace rocked back under
the booming verbal assault. When the echoes of the famed Red
Admiral’s rage subsided, Persin offered meekly, “Viscount, Mr.
Tunnings himself offers you his personal apology and additionally
wishes to return the non-intervention fee you paid us four months
ago along with the fee you most recently paid us to uncover Garrett
Heskan’s past.”

Wallace shook his head angrily. “This is no
longer a financial concern for me, Colby.” He pointed to a frozen
image of Heskan, a still from a short video of the man being
escorted into AmyraCorp’s headquarters building on Seshafi Major.
Wallace had used the scene as the default display image for his
wall screen since the day after his return to Sade. “That man
insults me!” Wallace exclaimed. “I cannot permit some Hollaran
privateer to impugn my honor without a swift and suitable
consequence! Now tell me who this man is or watch your company’s
reputation collapse when I explain to other corporate systems the
dismal state of your internal affairs!”

Persin hung his head. “Viscount… we don’t
know who he is. All of our contacts inside the Hollaran military
have come up empty. Nobody is willing to admit that they know the
man!” Persin looked up to make eye contact with the irate Saden as
he pleaded. “Even Landon Tunnings has run up against a wall and he
has contacts with some of the highest ranking intelligence assets
in the Commonwealth. We’ve done everything we can, Viscount. This
man may as well be a ghost.”

Wallace folded his arms angrily and sat in
silent contemplation for several moments. “Then what can Secure
Solutions offer me, Colby?”

“Our sincerest apologies, a refund…” Persin
paused for a fraction of a second before adding, “And our
enthusiastic support for your next casus bellum.”

The corners of Wallace’s mouth began to turn
upward for the first time that morning. “How enthusiastic,
Colby?”

“Unreserved, Viscount… and gratis.”

Wallace leaned back in his chair as a smile
widened across his face. Secure Solutions, a subsidiary of the
Foster Fifteen, had access to some of the finest Hollaran military
hardware and sailors in the galaxy.

Sensing the change in the direction of the
wind, Persin rapidly seized on the opportunity and added, “While we
know that nothing can undo the terrible humiliation you endured, we
want you to know that Secure Solutions is taking this matter very
personally, Viscount. You are a most valued and respected client
and it has pained us greatly to know that we have, unwillingly,
been involved in the stigma inflicted upon you. It’s Mr. Tunnings’
goal that our unequivocal support during your next action will
demonstrate how seriously we take this matter, and our hope is that
through our performance, your ire at our awkward situation
regarding this Garrett Heskan might be calmed and your tongue
stayed.”

* * *

Agent Aaron Jennings paused as he tried to
remember the exact details of his last encounter with Garrett
Heskan. “Words to the effect of ‘I haven’t hurt the Republic and I
don’t intend to hurt it as long as you let us escape,’” he stated
stiffly while sitting bolt upright. The man opened his eyes upon
completion of his recollection, desperately hoping he had recited
the statement correctly.

Jennings sat in a firm chair inside a plainly
decorated interview room. Upon entering, he had stolen a glimpse
away from the pair seated opposite of him but failed to locate the
cameras he knew must be in the room. Upon reopening his eyes, he
saw the weary expression, so familiar now, on Secretary Brewer’s
face. He glanced slightly to his right. Sitting just one meter from
him was the compact frame of the Minister of Intelligence herself.
Her emotionless, green eyes were unfathomable to him. Jennings
quickly diverted his gaze as if staring too long into the jade orbs
risked extinction. He was more correct than not.

“Anything else, Aaron?” Brewer asked in a
detached voice.

Jennings shook his head. “No, just that and
some warnings about leaking information about the Parasites and
something called Praxidike, sir.”

Silence took hold over the room as Jennings
continued to fight the urge to look at the minister. During the
entire forty-five minute interview, she had remained silent.
Jennings had answered each question in front of the minister
exactly as prepared by Brewer, a day earlier. They had arrived at
the end of the questioning. He desperately wanted to ask if he was
dismissed but knew better.

“Thank you, Agent,” Brewer said in
conclusion. “Your testimony has been helpful and I believe we’re
done—”

“Characterize the relationship between
Garrett Heskan and Isabella Lombardi De Luca,” Minister Fane
interrupted. Her voice was a surprisingly rich contralto.

Clear evidence of panic shot through
Jennings’ eyes as he stared at Brewer for guidance. He had been
told to avoid this subject at all costs. Brewer remained
impassive.

“Well…” Jennings’ faltering eyes swept from
Brewer to Fane. The minister seemed to be almost swaying slightly.
In the instant Jennings’ eyes met Fane’s, he was promised that any
attempt of deception would be both instantly detected and
mercilessly disciplined. “Romantic,” he finished.

Brewer’s head dropped fractionally.

“Expound, Agent Jennings.” The words came out
quietly, nearly a whisper.

Jennings swallowed and then admitted, “They
kissed passionately once she was freed from the cargo container,
Minister. I was taken away shortly after that and never saw her
again.”

Brewer sighed in resignation and said, “You
may go now, Agent Jennings.”

Jennings shot to his feet. “Thank you,
Minister… Mr. Secretary.”

Before he could pivot toward the door, Fane
spoke once again. “Why did you quit, Agent?”

Jennings took an unsure step away from the
minister, desperately seeking escape. “I, I don’t understand, Madam
Minister.”

“You held Commander Heskan in a supinating
wristlock,” Fane explained. “Moreover, your opponent was prone and
could no longer turn over his own arm to prevent fracture of his
wrist and elbow and the dislocation of his shoulder. Why did you
stop?”

Jennings shifted nervously from foot to foot.
The woman’s exacting description of the submission hold he used
during his fight with Heskan on the Anthe orbital served only to
elicit more dread to her question. “Madam Minister, Commander
Heskan had an M-41 pressed into me. He could have easily fired if I
continued.”

“It would not have been fatal… at least not
immediately,” Fane persisted. “And after applying enough torque to
break his arm, he most likely would have reflexively dropped his
weapon after the first shot.”

“But, but,” Jennings stuttered, “his first
shot couldn’t have missed. The barrel was pressed against my
side.”

Fane’s jade eyes met Jennings directly as she
pressed, “So defending the Republic was a less pleasant prospect
than coming here today.”

Jennings hesitated several seconds before
finally mumbling, “I don’t know what to say, Madam Minister.”

“You’ve already told me everything I needed
to hear,” Fane declared ominously. “You are dismissed but you will
wait in the antechamber, Agent.”

Once Jennings left the room, Brewer cleared
his throat. “Am I to assume that this resource will no longer be
available?”

Fane resumed the fractional swaying of her
body before answering. “Yes.”

The pawn now sacrificed to the cause, Brewer
stated hopefully, “I am optimistic that Garrett Heskan is no longer
a threat to the Republic, Minister.”

Fane inhaled deeply and considered the
secretary’s words. She looked down briefly at her datapad before
saying, “Garrett shares his father’s poor taste in women.”

The rare personal rebuke caused Brewer to
flinch. “Madam Minister, Garrett had plenty of opportunity to leak
information about both the Parasites and Praxidike but hasn’t. I
truly believe that he wants nothing more than to slip away and
quietly live out his life in peace. Jacob Heskan never meant to
hurt the Republic. His son doesn’t mean to either.”

“He already has, Sebastian,” Fane hissed. “Or
don’t you think stealing away a critical intelligence asset from us
was treason? We could have used that asset to change the fortunes
of war.”

Brewer shook his head lightly. “Adira—”

“What delusion makes you believe using my
given name grants you leverage?”

Brewer smiled softly. “I’m not seeking
leverage, ‘Madam Minister.’ I’m merely trying to impress the fact
that the Republic has lost this war, Adira, with or without
interference from Garrett Heskan.”

Fane pressed her lips together to form a
cruel, thin line as she reflected upon her companion’s words.
Finally, she stated, “It will be severe. We will lose… much.”

Brewer nodded. “Most of the disputed zone,
probably even some of our systems near New Roma.” The General
Council had already sent an envoy of peace to the Commonwealth. No
word had returned on what the price of failure would be for the
Republic.

As if reading Brewer’s mind, Fane promised,
“We have not failed, Sebastian. One fails only when one stops
trying.”

Brewer acknowledged the minister’s words with
a nod and used them to change tactics. “Agreed, Madam Minister.
This is why we should not waste valuable resources on revenge that
might otherwise be allocated toward the Parasite Initiative.”

“I cannot let him go, Sebastian,” Fane
admitted quietly. “You will end Jacob Heskan’s line or force me to
intervene.”

The marginal dip in the Secretary of Internal
Security’s shoulder would have been imperceptible to anyone else.
Satisfied, the cruel line of Fane’s mouth shifted upward. “Now tell
me about the Initiative.”

“It will take some time, Madam Minister.”

* * *

Heskan had watched the christening of
Dioscuri, Seshafi’s newest ship of the line, from
Covington’s shuttle the day before. Now, he was twenty minutes late
for another ceremony, this one a more personal groundbreaking. When
he arrived at the site, powerful machinery had already burrowed
several meters into the soil. Augmenting the mechanical clamor were
the coordinated efforts of dozens of men and women working around
the location. Thirty meters from the main effort, construction
transport shuttles ferried material to a staging area.

After Heskan’s shuttle landed, he remained at
the makeshift landing pad while searching, fruitlessly, for his
contact. In the end, the brawny woman found him and casually tossed
a bright yellow hard hat at him as she approached. “You’re late. I
told them to proceed without you, Mr. Heskan. I hope you don’t
mind.”

Heskan attempted to catch the hard hat,
bobbled it and watched it drop into the nearby beach grass. He
picked the hat up and donned it. “It’s okay… is there anything left
for me to do since they’ve started?”

The project manager shrugged indifferently as
she reached Heskan. “Just pick up the shovel from storage. The
holo-vid is a close-up of the shovel going into the earth with the
beach and ocean in the background.” The woman turned to face the
ocean and the wind made her brown hair dance. The seemingly
non-stop breeze was blowing offshore but it would turn, later, as
the land heated. “It’s a spectacular view.” She inhaled deeply.
“And smell that ocean air…”

They call it the smell of the ocean but
it’s actually the smell of the land, Heskan thought
pedantically.

“When I reviewed the work order, I thought
you were crazy for insisting on real windows along the east side of
the house.” She inhaled deeply a second time. “I understand why now
and with that breeze, you’ll barely have to run the cooling unit at
all.”

Heskan had taken Vernay’s advice and decided
early upon a Spanish colonial-style house that complied with the
stringent building codes on the continent. That single decision
seemed to be the only constant during the entire planning process.
Originally, he just wanted a small and simple domicile but with
each passing week, Heskan’s “simple” house design grew in size and
complexity as he added more and more features. His former first
officer only aggravated matters, insisting that Heskan “build the
house he deserved” and encouraging him to have no regrets regarding
the conveniences commonly available to terrestrial homes. What
began as a simple, three-bedroom house had evolved into a
five-bedroom estate, which included a small courtyard overlooking
the ocean. In many ways, it was not unlike Samanta De Luca’s
plantation house on Hollara, but on a more humble scale.

“If you’ll follow me, Mr. Heskan,” the
manager requested, “we’ll get that shovel. We’re also going to have
to modify the foundation a bit. We’re encountering more sand than
we expected and need to use some higher end materials to keep up
with code.”

* * *

Admiral Wallace pointed toward the final
paragraph of his casus bellum draft. He had taken an extra
day to word it perfectly. The standard language was intricately
woven into the summary along with the listed requirements necessary
to ensure the cause of war would be expedited to take effect in
mere weeks.

IaCom’s chief operating officer, Duke Alcott
Hughes, grinned upon finishing his review. “This is fine work,
Viscount.” He casually flicked his index finger across his datapad,
shuffling through the pages of the document until stopping at the
proposed order of battle. “I see you shall enter Seshafi with a
much more appropriate force this time.”

Wallace nodded. “Indeed, sir. Subtlety is out
the airlock now.”

“As it should have been the first,” Hughes
muttered.

Wallace dipped his head. “With respect, Duke,
my plan was perfectly conceived and would have granted us the
entirety of AmyraCorp in a single, painless stroke. I could
ill-afford to have entered Seshafi with a larger force because
Admiral Cooke would have known that the stakes were higher than
they initially appeared. My plan, one of the boldest in corporate
warfare history, would have been successful if not for the
interference of that damned privateer.”

“Whom you must deal with directly now,”
Hughes reminded Wallace.

The Red Admiral grumbled. “Yes. He has
assumed the role of Lord of the Admiralty for Seshafi with Piers’
death.”

Hughes snorted. “What is the status of their
grievance regarding Cooke’s death?”

“Mired in court procedure.” Wallace raised a
knowing eyebrow and added, “For now. Our casus bellum will
be scheduled before the hearing.”

“Are you not concerned about it?” Hughes
asked.

“I would be,” Wallace confessed but smiled
winsomely. “However, I expect the new leadership of AmyraCorp to
dismiss the suit by the time the hearing comes up.”

Both men shared a laugh over the remark.
Hughes was reaching for a bottle of limited edition malt resting
upon the sideboard when an assistant dashed into the corner office.
The aide’s face was a ghostly white as he worked furiously on his
datapad. “Excuse me, Viscount. This just came via standata.”

Concern etched deeply into the naval
officer’s brow as he awaited the update and then set to work to
open the document. The man’s knuckles turned white as he read the
simple contents.

“What?” asked Hughes, anxiety creeping into
his voice at the sight of his colleague’s rapidly blanching
face.

Wallace looked up. “We’ve been served notice
of war,” he said quietly.

“What!” Hughes bellowed. “Who?” He reached
across the desk for the datapad.

“Seshafi has filed a casus bellum
against us,” Wallace said unbelievingly. “It was filed sub
rosa five days ago and has been officially entered into the
calendar.”

“They are attacking us?” Hughes
was incredulous. “When?”

“In just under a month,” Wallace answered
while skimming the brief legalese. “This document barely
constitutes a casus bellum,” he lamented while waving his
datapad. “We could easily contest it but that would just play
further into their hands and delay things.” He slammed the thin
instrument onto the desktop.

“This destroys our timetable,” Hughes spat
angrily. “By law, two parties must resolve casus belli in
order of filing.”

“I know,” snapped Wallace but quickly
recovered his temper. “And by the time we’ve defeated them in Sade,
The Courts will hear the Cooke grievance. If they prevail in that
hearing… I could be chastised by The Courts.” Wallace shuddered
slightly at the thought.

“That mustn’t happen,” Hughes said gravely.
“I will talk with the board at once to strategize.”

“Do we have enough influence to push through
a favorable verdict?”

“It all depends on the number of favors each
judge owes the board and which members are willing to call them
in.”

“Duke,” Wallace said defensively, “surely my
service to the corporation is worthy enough for them to shield me.
I’ve spent a lifetime defending IaCom… I would do anything to
protect Sade!”

Hughes rested a hand upon the Red Admiral’s
shoulder. “Easy, Oliver. Everything that can be done, will be
done.” The COO cocked his head to one side. “Now, you can defeat
this privateer in battle, can’t you?”


 Chapter 2

“As you were,” Heskan thundered as he walked
down the main aisle of the spacious auditorium. To either side of
him stood nearly one thousand men and women, the bulk of Seshafi’s
Space Combat Command. He took the stairs near the front of the
auditorium in pairs and, once on the stage, surveyed the floor for
the markings that would tell him where to stand. Directional
microphones would broadcast his voice not only to the chiliad of
sailors in attendance but to all members of Seshafi’s tiny navy
across the planet. “Please be seated.”

Heskan lightly cleared his throat. Despite
the massive audience, easily the largest he had ever spoken in
front of, he was not nervous. He had given speeches with higher
stakes before. “Ladies and gentlemen, in twenty-five days we attack
Sade.”

The throng in front of Heskan was far too
disciplined to break into anxious chatter but not nearly enough to
avoid a wave of hushed gasps. He looked out at the young sailors in
attendance. There was shock on their faces along with a healthy
amount of fear but also something else… an understanding that the
matter between the two warring corporations must be resolved.

Off to the side, backstage, even Lieutenants
Selvaggio and Truesworth gasped at the announcement. Truesworth
cast his head to the left and spoke in a quiet voice to Vernay,
“We’re attacking them? That’s crazy! Stacy, why
aren’t you as shocked as we are?”

Vernay shrugged lightly with a wry smile.
“What, is this my first day here?”

Oblivious to the backstage banter, Heskan
continued. “While we are still firming up our order of battle,
we’re going to commence combat exercises in two days with what we
know we’ll have for the attack.” He looked downward, at the front
row of the auditorium. Yon Nguyen, recently promoted to captain,
sat stoically. The Seshafian native had been briefed an hour
earlier on the operation that would commence in a little over three
weeks. Heskan held reservations about Nguyen’s conservative, nearly
antiquated nature but understood that Archduke Covington promoted
Nguyen to captain to act as not only a sounding board for Heskan
but also a brake. Covington admitted that the ancient conventions
and covenants of corporate warfare were undergoing a transformation
with the Sade-Seshafi conflict, but he also realized that a
full-throttled, headlong change of the mores could result in the
decimation of both systems’ navies that either side could ill
afford. Covington urged Heskan to be creative with his
interpretation of corporate rules but not violate them outright. As
a single-system entity, Seshafi held little sway over The Courts in
the capital system of Nessus and needed to tread lightly when
dealing with the larger sharks in the corporate judicial
system.

Heskan’s voice echoed through the large
chamber. “In the next twenty-four hours, Captain Nguyen and I will
determine the ship captain list for the pending battle. There will
be differences from our last action.” He looked sternly across the
room. “I place a premium on combat experience and the officers that
have proven themselves will see their names at the top of the
list.” He resisted the urge to smile as he thought about his crew.
“Some of the names you will recognize. Others, you may not.
Ultimately, I know that each of you will perform to your utmost
regardless of who your ship captain is or where she may have hailed
from.”

Heskan gestured toward Captain Nguyen with a
smile. “I am pleased to announce not only the promotion of Yon
Nguyen to the rank of captain but also his new position commanding
Dioscuri.” Heartfelt applause spread throughout the room at the
news that Nguyen, one of the few survivors of the old guard, was
being honored with the captaincy of Seshafi’s newest and largest
ship of the line. After the applause died down, Heskan’s smile grew
wider. “I am also pleased to announce that our other ship of the
line, Ajax, will be captained by Commander Stacy Vernay.”

Polite applause filled the chamber this time
as Vernay dipped her head and blushed at the expected announcement.
Truesworth slapped Vernay on the back while whooping as Selvaggio
vigorously shook the young commander’s hand.

Heskan made sure his voice boomed with
confidence. “I don’t know if any of you have reviewed the action
fought a couple weeks ago—” Genuine laughter broke out over the
crowd. With the nonstop media broadcasts, no sentient being in
Seshafi could escape seeing the battle at every turn.

“Commander Vernay assumed de facto command of
my ship when I was forced to lead the fleet. Her leadership was
instrumental not only in Elathra’s success during the engagement
but to the overall success of the entire battle. Those of you lucky
enough to serve under her will undoubtedly be in for the ride of
your life.”

Heskan infused his voice with a healthy dose
of assurance. “This is the first step toward righting the terrible
wrong inflicted upon our navy just one month ago. Sade has already
been served our casus bellum and now, we will take the fight
to them!”

A chorus of cheers filled the auditorium as
Heskan finished, “We will show Admiral Wallace and all of IaCom the
true mettle of the Seshafian navy. We may be small in size but we
are large in heart.”

* * *

ANOTHER BLOODBATH AT

THE TUNNEL POINT?

The words of the tagline on the wall screen
slammed into a collection of digital brigs and line ships, causing
the vessels to explode. As the screen flared from the explosions,
Chase Fuller’s voiceover narrated animatedly. “In an IaCom
exclusive, my sources have obtained a copy of Seshafi’s casus
bellum and I will share the provocative language of the
document with you!”

Archduke Covington slowly shook his head in
disenchantment while Heskan questioned, “Provocative? What’s so
provocative about our casus bellum, Archduke?”

Sitting next to Heskan, Captain Nguyen simply
sighed.

“Nothing at all, Garrett,” Covington
answered. “It’s just sensationalism on his part.” The patrician
resumed shaking his head. “As if sending our lads into combat were
not dramatic enough for him.” Covington focused again on Fuller’s
words and grunted distastefully.

In the background, Fuller’s image replaced
the onscreen explosion. He summarized the ship casualty list from
the previous battle before adding, “And which privateer outfits
will dare contract with Seshafi now that we’ve installed a fleet
commander that has shown such callous disregard for loss of life
and property?” Fuller’s roguish smile widened. “Already there are
rumors which seem to bear out that privateer companies were
reluctant to employ with Seshafi. But now? With a former Hollaran
komandor leading the fleet?” Fuller shrugged his shoulders. “Who’s
to say that he wouldn’t order his fleet to total annihilation? Just
consider some of the early results of the battles Hollara fought
against the Brevic Republic. Entire task forces wiped out by ‘Vic
heavies.”

“—and what kind of psychological damage does
that kind of devastation inflict upon a komandor who witnesses it?”
Fuller’s guest interjected.

Fuller nodded gravely with a deep look of
concern. “Excellent point, Michael. Could this, let’s call it
traumatic stress disorder for argument’s sake, this trauma be the
reason why Archduke Covington has refused to promote Heskan to rear
admiral?”

The wall screen faded to black, muting out
the guest’s response. Covington entered
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