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​

April 2111, LFS Norseman, Star System NLC 78674 

Norseman kept station quietly in the empty space near the hyper limit of the nondescript red dwarf—a star that didn’t even have a name, only a catalog number. The cruiser’s officers and crew had been briefed generally on the mission. They knew they were here to meet someone in the outer reaches of this lifeless system. The mission fell under the broad umbrella of a series of highly classified Fleet operations. Only Commander John O’Hara, Norseman’s captain, knew exactly why they were there and who they were supposed to meet. His calm, unruffled expression showed no hint of surprise when seven ships dropped out of hyperspace less than a light-minute from Norseman’s position.

“Hyper signature!” Lieutenant Sandra Fiorelli sang out. “Seven bogies in tight formation... one of capital ship mass, the others... destroyers maybe, or lighter escort vessels. Range fifteen point four million klicks, bearing three four seven up one. They’ve gone passive... if they light up their drives, we should get a better read on them.”

“Acknowledged,” O’Hara replied. 

Fiorelli’s good, he decided. The young lieutenant had joined the ship as Assistant Navigation and Tactical Officer less than a month earlier. Kind of reminds me of another junior NTO, aboard Lewis and Clark, on the mission that started this whole operation. O’Hara had some less than pleasant memories of the Lewis and Clark mission, including a frustrating personal relationship (or lack thereof) with the junior NTO in question. He hadn’t thought about her in some time, but now, the memories came back. Wonder how she’s doing. If things had been just a little different... 

“They’re moving in-system, Captain,” Fiorelli advised. “Analyzing drive profiles. Sir, those are Otuka ships! Looks like one of their big home ships and six parasites!” She brought up her active search and targeting systems, anticipating a call to battle stations.

“Ping them for IFF, Lieutenant.” O’Hara’s calm directive took her by surprise.

“Sir? The Otuka...”

“Go ahead and challenge them, Ms. Fiorelli. You might get a surprise.”

“Yes, sir.” Fiorelli turned to her console and issued the coded challenge. Seconds ticked by as the signals sped toward the unknown ships. Fiorelli’s eyes widened in surprise when the red icons on her display changed to green.

“I’m getting a response, Captain, but it’s a Fleet code I don’t recognize.”

“I see it,” O’Hara advised. “Bravo Oscar seven seven seven... and that, Lieutenant, is exactly the code we’re waiting for. Acknowledge with our ID please. Mister Renault, open Fleet channel fifteen alpha and stand by for a data dump. Engineering, prep the boat bay for incoming visitors. Oh, and let’s go to Condition Yellow. We’re supposed to be able to trust these people, but I’d prefer to have our defenses up and our weapons ready.”

Forty minutes later, as the Otuka matched vectors with Norseman, a small craft detached from the huge home ship and headed directly toward them.

“This is... weird,” Fiorelli remarked, but her captain only chuckled.

“I imagine it’s just as weird for them, Sandra,” O’Hara said, “but so far, all is according to plan. By the way, people, just for the record, you never saw those ships, and we were never here. Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” a chorus from the bridge acknowledged.

“What ships, Captain? And where are we, anyway?” Lieutenant George Renault was something of a smartass, but this time, even O’Hara smiled as his remarks eased the tension on the bridge.

It was, O’Hara had to admit, a strange encounter for both sides. The Otuka were a race of voracious carnivores who considered human beings the best-tasting meat in the galaxy. Nearly 40 years ago, the Lunar Free State had found a primitive human population on a planet in the Rothstein system they’d called New Eden. It was a planet that had, until then, been a private hunting preserve for the Otuka. The ensuing conflict had resulted in a bloody defeat for the Otuka, whose survivors had vanished into deep space and were never seen again near New Eden. 

The Otuka were mostly nomadic pirates who traveled as clans, usually with a clan home ship accompanied by smaller parasite warships. Over the years, LFS Fleet ships had encountered them many times in various places, but the usual result was the Otuka fleeing in panic. A clan group like this one would be unlikely to take on a single LFS destroyer, let alone a heavy cruiser like Norseman.

The Otuka were not just pirates. First and foremost, they were traders, and they were always looking for ways to make a profit, whether by piracy or by more civilized methods. After the New Eden encounter, one of their clan leaders had even sought to trade with the Lunar Free State. The volume of trade had never been high, but they had stayed with it over the years, and a few of the alien traders had become well-known. 

Some of them have giant brass balls, O’Hara reflected. They’re not afraid to sail right into a hostile system and try to do business with people who are willing and able to kill them. Somebody at Fleet Command came up with a brilliant idea on this one.

Eight years earlier, the deep-space survey cruiser Lewis and Clark had discovered a pre-industrial human civilization on a planet in a star system 47 light-years from Luna. O’Hara had been part of that mission, first as Lewis and Clark’s NTO, then later as Executive Officer after the captain and several other officers became casualties in a battle that followed the discovery. 

When they surveyed the planet, which the local humans called Tatanna—“Home of the Goddess” in their language—the LFS cruiser discovered an alien presence. The insectoid Ay’uskanar were not native to the star system. The oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere and cold climate of the planet were a hostile environment for them, but the planet had mineral resources the insects wanted. For over a century in local years, they had ruled over the human population and used human labor to mine the resource. They had also suppressed human attempts to develop any sort of industry or technology. 

The Ay’uskanar were not cruel. If anything, they were completely devoid of emotion. They took what they wanted from the planet, including forced human labor for their mines, but otherwise left the humans to manage their own affairs. They were also merciless and would brutally suppress any perceived resistance to their rule, including wiping out entire villages of humans they suspected of conspiring against them or interfering with their mining operations.

Lewis and Clark had put a team of Marines down on the planet, and those Marines had made contact with local human authorities. The Ay’uskanar—the “Bugs” as humans came to call them—detected the cruiser’s presence and attacked. The ensuing battle had been brutal. Lewis and Clark had survived only because an LFS battle group had arrived in time to intervene. 

They had returned to Luna, leaving the Bugs to reclaim Tatanna. The entire mission had been classified, and all involved had been sworn to secrecy. Even the name of the star—Sacagawea, given as an historical nod to the discovering ship’s namesake—was classified. The Lunar Catalog of Astrography still referred to it by its catalog number, NLC72917.

But the Lunar Free State was not about to allow a native human population to be dominated by off-world aliens. The “Moonies” had come to the rescue of humans on New Eden decades earlier, and they had established themselves as champions of the oppressed. They had gotten a lot of grief from the nations of Earth as a result. Some thought an immediate response was needed, but cooler heads in the Directorate and Lunar Command had realized that the Ay’uskanar were not a pirate rabble like the Otuka had been. Before going to war with them, they had wanted to know more about the Bugs... a lot more. Over the next several years, the LFS Navy had probed the limits of Bug space, gathering intelligence about the strength and capabilities of the prospective enemy. 

It had also been necessary to maintain contact with the humans on Tatanna. For one thing, the LFS had to determine whether the people of Tatanna wanted to be free of the Bugs—wanted it enough to risk a bloody conflict to gain their freedom. 

Fleet had been running a covert operation on Tatanna to maintain contact with the locals and lay the groundwork for a revolt against the Bugs. To do that, they’d had to find a way to insert the team—a couple of diplomatic people and some specialists with a Marine security force—and keep them supplied for the long term. After the Lewis and Clark mission, the system had been heavily reinforced by the Bugs. Warships could have been sent in to distract the Bug forces while the necessary contacts were made, but that would have violated the secondary objective—to lull the Bugs into a false sense of security where Tatanna was concerned and ultimately cause them to reduce their forces in the system. Fleet had been willing to risk it for the initial insertion of the team and an occasional mission after that, but the fewer LFS warships that entered the system, the better. That was where the Otuka came in.

Gypsum, the mineral the Bugs found so valuable on Tatanna, was quite common on Earth. The Otuka had been promised shiploads of the stuff for free. All they had to do was go to Tatanna, contact the Bugs, and sell it to them. Terra Corporation—the commercial arm of the Lunar Free State—would obtain and supply the gypsum and would also pay a substantial fee to the Otuka for services rendered. It was a pure-profit venture, an offer the alien traders could hardly refuse. 

In return, however, the Otuka had to resupply the LFS team on Tatanna and carry encrypted messages back and forth between the team and Luna. Resupply was tricky, but most drops could be accomplished using a stealth drone—also supplied by the LFS—on a one-way trip down to the planet. 

It was a perfect mission for a bunch of interstellar pirates, and the Otuka had agreed. They’d had few dealings with the Ay’uskanar, who were notoriously hostile to intruders in their territory, but the potential profits were huge, and they had been willing to risk it. Their first contact had been successful, and, for more than five years, they had been transporting shipments of gypsum to the Bugs’ orbital facility at Tatanna. They never disclosed what the Bugs were paying them, but it was obviously enough to keep them interested. They also made the necessary supply drops and collected reports from the covert LFS team on the planet. 

After a run to Tatanna, the Otuka would head for their own territory to further profit from whatever the Bugs had given them. Along the way, they would stop at this lifeless red dwarf system to hand off the reports. For more than five years, LFS warships had been coming to collect those reports. Their crews never knew why they were doing so, nor did they have the keys to decrypt the information they received. This time it’s different, O’Hara thought. This was the first time Norseman had been sent on the mission, and the ship had been chosen because her captain already knew the story behind the operation. He was one of the officers Lunar Command had assigned to the top-secret Tatanna project known as Operation Blue Orchid. We’re about to find out whether it’s all been worthwhile.

“I’m going to the boat bay.” O’Hara rose from his command chair. “Mr. Dormeyer, you have the bridge.”

“Aye, sir. I have the bridge,” Alton Dormeyer acknowledged. Dormeyer had also been one of Lewis and Clark’s officers on that first mission. O’Hara had been impressed with his performance and had been happy to get him for the XO slot aboard Norseman. 

* * *
[image: ]


O’Hara watched as the small Otuka shuttle settled into Norseman’s boat bay. As expected, three people—humans, not Otuka—debarked from the craft and headed for the hatch, escorted by a pair of Norseman’s Marines. All three wore LFS Marine field dress, but only one had Marine markings with a major’s rank tabs. The tall, heavy-set man leading the group wore field gear with a Diplomatic Corps emblem and the rank of commander. The third member of the group was a slender woman with a pleasant, weathered face and an unruly mop of gray hair. Her field gear bore no markings other than a patch with the logo of the Lunar Research Institute. O’Hara greeted them as they came through the hatch.

“Ambassador Michaels, I presume.” He extended his hand to the man. “I’m Captain O’Hara. Welcome aboard Norseman.”

“Thank you, Captain.” Michaels grinned at him. “Can’t tell you how happy I am to be here. This is Doctor Swarovski, our team’s anthropologist—” he indicated the gray-haired woman, who shook hands with O’Hara, “—and this is our Marine commander—”

“We’ve already met,” the Marine interrupted. “Permission to come aboard, sir.” 

Still a ramrod-straight Marine. O’Hara noted that the major had come aboard in proper military fashion, first saluting the ship’s colors displayed on the bulkhead, then saluting him. He returned the salute with a smile.

“Permission granted, Major, and yes, we’ve met, though it has been a while. I seem to recall you were a second lieutenant when last I saw you.”

“I was a second lieutenant when last I saw Luna, sir,” Nova Sakura replied. “I’ve received two sets of promotion orders by Otuka mail since then.”

“Commander O’Hara was our XO aboard Lewis and Clark,” she advised Michaels, who looked at O’Hara with surprise.

“For the record, Commander,” O’Hara told him, “I’m a member of the Blue Orchid team and am authorized to discuss your mission with you, but no one else on the ship is cleared. There is one other veteran of the Lewis and Clark mission aboard. You’ll recall Dormeyer, Major, he’s now my XO, but he’s not Blue Orchid cleared, so if you encounter him, you’ll have to limit your conversation to reminiscing about old times aboard Elsie.”

He turned to Michaels again. “I don’t know what sort of time you’ve been keeping, but ship’s time—Lunar Standard Time—is 1545 hours. I thought you and your team might like a couple of hours to settle into your quarters and then join me for a private dinner tonight. I’m anxious to hear about your adventures.”

* * *
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“It was great to eat real Luna food again.” Michaels looked satisfied as the stewards cleared away the remaining dinner dishes and poured coffee for the diners. “Didn’t realize how much I missed it.”

“Nothing special,” O’Hara told him. “Just roast chicken, the usual trimmings... not exactly five-star cuisine.”

Michaels looked around, made sure the stewards were gone, then turned back to the table.

“It may be ‘just chicken’ to you, Captain,” he said, with a wry grin, “but there are no chickens on Tatanna. That niche on the local menu is filled by a furry creature that looks a lot like a very large rat. Not saying it isn’t tasty, you understand, but it’s not chicken.”

“Actually,” Swarovski remarked, “I’ve grown rather fond of Tatannan food. I don’t suppose there’s any more of that ice cream around...”

“I think we can find some.” O’Hara chuckled. He tapped an icon on the table pad, and a steward appeared immediately.

“Sir?”

“Seconds on the dessert for Dr. Swarovski,” he ordered.

“And for Major Sakura as well!” Nova held up her hand. “Always had a weakness for ice cream.”

“None for me, thanks,” Michaels said, “but I would love to have another cup of coffee. That’s another thing I haven’t had in a long time.”

“Right away, sir.” The steward departed and returned less than a minute later with two large bowls of the requested treat and a full pot of fresh coffee. O’Hara waited until he was gone, then again turned to Michaels.

“So, are the Tatannans ready to be liberated from the Bugs?”

“They’re as ready as they’re going to get,” Michaels replied. “Are we ready to liberate them? The dispatches I’ve received from Lunar Command don’t give me a warm, fuzzy feeling.”

“Well, that’s the question.” O’Hara shrugged. “I’ve been on the project since the beginning. Apparently, HQ thinks I have some useful knowledge about the Bug’s capabilities. I haven’t missed many meetings over the years, and I don’t have a warm, fuzzy feeling about the situation either.

“The Directorate established a commission to oversee the project, and it includes a mix of directors with different views on the subject. One faction believes we should send the Fleet, take on the Bugs, and liberate the planet. Fleet’s willing, and our best military assessment is that we can do it. We’ve had ships probing the edges of Ay’uskanar space for more than six years, and we have a pretty good idea where their home worlds are and what capabilities they have.

“There’s another faction that says we need to keep trying to make peaceful contact with the Bugs and work out a deal with them. A couple of the directors on the commission are TerraCorp people and are the most vocal of that group. They would actually like to establish trade with the Bugs.”

“I was told we tried to make peaceful contact and failed,” Michaels said. “The reports didn’t give any details, but I’ve been wondering. Obviously, that would be the ideal solution.”

“Yes, it would,” O’Hara agreed, “and we tried. We’ve tried three times, and each time, the Bugs came out shooting. On the first attempt, we lost a freighter with seventeen crew and two diplomatic people, but we kept trying. After that, we made sure our envoy ship was covered by an appropriate escort. On the second attempt, we got out with defensive action only, but on the third, we got into a serious dust-up with the Bugs—casualties on both sides.”

“Why can’t we contact them the way the Otuka are doing it?” Swarovski wanted to know.

“We would, if we knew how,” O’Hara said. “We’ve asked them, and they’ve flat out refused to tell us. We don’t know how they made first contact, we don’t know how they’re delivering the shipments to the Bugs or what the Bugs give them in return, and we don’t know how they’ve managed to make the supply drops to you without upsetting the Bugs.”

“Why should they tell us?” Nova shrugged. “If we knew, we wouldn’t need them. They’d lose a very profitable contract.”

“Exactly,” O’Hara agreed, “but it may be simply that the Otuka came to them as unknowns, whereas the Bugs have already identified us and our ships as an enemy. That brings us to the third faction on the commission, the one that says we should just walk away—pull our people out, stop subsidizing the Otuka, and let the Bugs have the planet. They say the Bugs aren’t so bad. They’re not slaughtering humans by the thousands, and they certainly aren’t eating them like the Otuka were doing on New Eden.

“Those commissioners are quick to point out that ‘liberating’ Tatanna is only the beginning. Assuming we do that and somehow manage to avoid a prolonged interstellar war with the Bugs, we would then be stuck with the problem of administering the planet, protecting the natives, and leading them toward ‘civilized’ society. They talk about the burden New Eden has placed on the resources of the LFS and question whether we want to take on yet another Lunar Protectorate. They also remind everyone that it would likely put even more strain on our already piss-poor relations with the nations of Earth, particularly the Confederacy. Bottom line, they think we should shut up, close the book, and forget we ever discovered humans living in the Sacagawea system.”

Michaels looked shocked. “Can’t say I agree with that, Captain, and not just because I’ve spent the last six years working toward a different solution. The Bugs are no longer as passive as they were when the original survey found them. They’ve stepped up their presence on the planet. They run constant satellite surveillance over the countryside and send patrols into the cities and towns. Nobody seems to know what they’re looking for, and they kill anyone who gets in their way. There have been mysterious disappearances, as many as a dozen people at a time, who just vanish and are never heard from again.

“They’ve also opened five more mines and impressed whole villages into mining service. When they march people off to the mines, they level the abandoned village with a kinetic strike. Any villagers who avoid capture and stay behind get vaporized. Anyone who says the Bugs ‘aren’t so bad’ hasn’t been living on Tatanna for the last few years.”

“As for ‘administering the planet,’” Swarovski joined the discussion, “Tatanna is not New Eden. It has its own government and a significant infrastructure of towns and villages, roads, and waterways. All we would need to do is protect it from external influence and let the locals develop on their own. They already have everything in place for self-rule, assuming we can keep the Confederacy from insisting their feudal society needs to be restructured as a socialist pseudo-democracy run by an army of bureaucrats.”

“Right,” Michaels said. “Besides—and I’ll admit this is a bad attitude for someone from the Diplomatic Corps—I’ve always been of the opinion that anything that pisses off the Confeds is a good course of action.”

“I think you’ll find a lot of people on Luna who feel the same way.” O’Hara chuckled. “You can count me in that group. The Confederacy represents too much of what our founders came to the Moon to escape.

“Personally,” he continued, “I think the ‘liberate Tatanna’ group will prevail. I think one of the reasons you’ve been recalled is to help them convince the others, but I also think we are six months away, probably closer to a year, from being ready to take on the Bugs.”

“I can live with that,” Michaels replied. “It’s certainly better than ‘give up and walk away.’ I’ll need to get back to Tatanna before the action starts. King Algar has been praying for the Bugs to be gone for most of his life, and we’ve given him hope it will finally happen. Unfortunately, I haven’t been able to tell him when it will happen, and I think his patience may be wearing thin. I’d love to be able to give him an actual date to look forward to.”

He continued with a sigh, “If the decision goes the other way, I’ll still need to go back. If we’re not going to get rid of the Bugs, somebody needs to tell the king to his face. Hopefully, he won’t call me a charlatan and throw me into his dungeon.”

“If he does, I’ll be in the next cell.” Nova Sakura grinned crookedly. “Either way, I have to go back as well. I left two squads of Marines plus a couple of Navy techs and engineers back there, with a Master Sergeant in charge. I wonder how Fleet’s going to get us back to the planet. Are we going to be guests of the Otuka again?”

“That was a strange trip.” Swarovski shook her head. “Not sure I’d want to do that again. The centaurs locked us away in a separate part of the ship, gave us a bucket for a toilet, and passed food to us and took away waste—including the bucket—through a little hatch next to the door. We hardly saw them, except when we boarded the ship and when we departed. We had bunks, a couple of chairs, and a table, but all of it looked like something they’d built out of whatever materials they had on hand.” 

“Well, given their anatomy, I’m pretty sure none of their furniture would have worked for us,” Nova said. “And, given their eating habits, we’re better off not socializing with them. If they invite you to dinner, they’re probably thinking of you as the main course. Fortunately, Tatanna is much more hospitable; it’s not a bad place to live. It’ll be even better if we can kick the Bugs out.”

“As I said, I think that’s going to happen,” O’Hara replied. “Not tomorrow, but I think we’re in the final phase.”

* * *
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It’s going to happen but am I going to be part of it? he wondered.

With the buildup of the Lunar Fleet and the shortage of experienced officers, promotions had come quickly. At just 41 years of age, O’Hara had heard a rumor that he was on the list for promotion to commodore. The LFS rank structure did not include the old Earth navy rank of “captain,” and his current rank of commander was the highest “non-flag” officer rank. There were only seven single-ship command slots for an officer of that rank. Only battlecruisers—the flagships of the Fleet’s seven battle groups—rated a commodore in the captain’s chair. That person would also serve as flag captain to the admiral who commanded the group. O’Hara wasn’t sure one of those slots would be available if he got promoted or whether he would get one if it was. 

He might get a destroyer squadron, whose squadron commander usually doubled as captain of the squadron flagship. Again, there were only a few independent attack squadrons, and Fleet gave preference to officers with extensive destroyer experience when choosing a commodore for that position. 

If he didn’t get one of those, his promotion would mean a transfer to Fleet Headquarters and a staff position or command of a non-mobile facility like the TransLuna Fleet Anchorage. After all this preparation, I’d hate to sit this one out back on Luna.

* * * * *
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LFS Marine Corps Training Center, Luna

“You are here today because someone thought you might have what it takes to become Lunar Marines.”

Gunnery Sergeant Jesus Martinez looked over the fifty recruits standing in five ranks of ten in front of him. He did not smile, and he noted with approval that none of them were smiling either.

“For some of you, it will be my unfortunate duty to prove that someone wrong,” he told them. “I will be very much surprised—pleasantly surprised but surprised all the same—if all of you complete the next twelve weeks of training.

“It appears that most of you meet the minimum physical requirements,” he noted. “Some of you may even exceed those requirements.”

In the rearmost rank, Darius Jefferson tried very hard not to smile. Martinez had been looking directly at him, and Darius was pretty sure the last remark was intended for him. He was big, nearly two meters tall with a mass of 120 kilos, and none of it was fat. He had excelled in the physical sports in high school. He had also done well in martial arts, making up for his lack of speed with balance, technique, and the ability to take punishment. He had confidence in his ability to handle any physical challenge the Marines threw at him.

Martinez continued, “You will find that size, strength, and endurance will not be enough to make it here. You will need teamwork, discipline, and plain common sense. You will need to put your brains in overdrive because you will be studying and learning new things with an intensity that will make all the schooling you’ve had so far look like play time in kindergarten. If you give it your all, without a break, for 12 weeks, you might make it through, but if you screw up badly enough for even one second, you may find yourselves out of here so fast, you won’t know what hit you.”

Darius winced, even though he expected it. Upon learning that Darius was planning to join the Corps, his high school history teacher, Mr. Merrick, a Marine veteran, had told him, “You’re smarter than people make you out to be, Jefferson. If you apply yourself in Basic Training as well as you’ve done here in school, you’ll be all right. Most recruits who wash out don’t listen, don’t learn what the instructors teach them, or don’t pay attention to orders. Think of it as though you’re still in school. Study hard, and when you pin on the Shield and Stars—not if, but when—I expect you to drop me a note and tell me I was right.”

Darius was sure he could do it, but he was 12 weeks away from pinning on the coveted Marine Corps emblem. A lot could happen in that time. Meanwhile, Martinez was still lecturing.

“I’ll bet most of you came here because you want to be warriors.” He scowled at them. “If that is to be your assignment in the Marines, so be it. There are no finer warriors in this part of the galaxy, but if you think that means you will be sitting around on your dead asses waiting for a war to come along, you are in for an unpleasant surprise.

“Some Earthworm nations produce forces they call Marines, and most of them are warriors, but unless they have a war to fight, they lose their edge. They go soft. They do a little training here and there, but mostly they just sit around waiting for something to happen. Eventually, their governments decide they don’t need to keep paying them to do that, so they start cutting back—on people, on equipment, on everything Marines need to function.

“That’s not the way the Lunar Free State does it.” Martinez smiled sardonically—the first time they had seen any sign of humor. “If there’s no war going on, we’ll find something else for you to do.” He began to walk slowly up and down the ranks, inspecting them closely, ready to pounce on anyone who relaxed, turned to look at him, or showed any sign of slackness or inattention. 

“You might come out of here and get shipped right to Advanced Combat Training, then get packed aboard an assault carrier and shipped out to the far end of nowhere. If so, congratulations, you’re a warrior, and you will be seeing action soon. Fleet doesn’t lock and load those carriers unless they need to dump a whole can of whoop-ass on somebody.

“You might get assigned to Air Wing, repairing, maintaining, arming, and otherwise supporting the planetary attack craft, air-superiority fighters, or assault landers the Marines use to get the job done down on the surface. If so, you are in for many more weeks of serious technical training.

“Or, you might finish basic and get picked for one of the Special Services units. Those of you who grew up on Luna know Marines serve as TerraNova’s police department. It, coupled with our swift and sure justice system, is why Luna has a lower crime rate than just about any place on Earth. Marines are also responsible for all other First Responder services down there, including EMT, fire, rescue, and disaster response. We provide the same services for East TerraNova, Farside Research, TransLuna Station, New Eden, and the Mars Project.

“If you get selected for one of those services, I don’t want to hear any bitching. They are considered elite units. When they have slots available, they get first pick of our graduates, and they don’t want any but the best. It is considered an honor to be picked to serve in one of those units. It also means you will be in for some heavy-duty training that will make this place look like a picnic in TerraNova Park.”

Darius blinked in surprise. He hadn’t even considered that he might wind up in one of the Special Services, but he decided he wouldn’t mind. He’d been attracted to the Marines by the oft-repeated mantra of the Corps. Lunar Marines were the shield, the protectors of the nation. They told the citizens of Luna “nothing will hurt you tonight, not on my watch.” That was exactly what the Special Services people did. They just did it a lot closer to home... sometimes. The New Eden Protectorate was many light-years from Luna.

He might end up one of the best-in-class and get picked for that kind of duty. His teacher’s remark about “smarter than people make you out to be” was on the mark. Darius was smart, a good student, and a fast learner. People thought otherwise of him because he liked to hang out with people who were even smarter than he was—the superbrains, the kids who got into quantum physics when they were in grade school, who designed and built robot surveyors that could survive on the surface of Venus for a school science project. He admired those kids but noticed they were often socially challenged. They were geniuses when it came to science and technology, but, as he discovered when he started hanging out with them, they were totally naive about human nature and easy marks for bullies and scam artists. 

Except when Darius was around. It didn’t take the bad actors long to realize that messing with his friends could be hazardous to their health. There were a couple of incidents that could have gotten him into trouble, except his teachers were savvy enough to know who was who, and what was what.

Darius became the self-appointed protector of the dwerks, who recognized the value he brought to their group and were patient with his limited knowledge. Though his social life might have suffered a bit, he had learned a lot and had managed to develop a more-than-friends-but-not-quite-intimate relationship with Jin Yi, one of the girls in the group. 

That was pretty much over now. She was off to Luna University on a well-earned scholarship to study exobiology, and he... well, he was here, trying to become a Lunar Marine.

His reverie was interrupted when Martinez stopped directly in front of him and looked him up and down. He braced himself for a dressing-down, but the drill instructor just turned and moved on down the line. He returned to the front of the group and faced them again.

“Now that I’ve blown all that sunshine in your ears, let’s talk about reality,” he told them. “Most of you will come out of here, go through Advanced Combat Training, and then be assigned as regular Fleet Marines. You will be sent to a unit aboard some warship. Battlecruisers carry a full company of Marines, cruisers a platoon, but you might wind up aboard a destroyer, which carries a single squad with no officer, just a noncom squad leader. Your primary mission will be to stand by in case the ship’s captain decides he needs Marines for something. You might get dropped on some miserable, stinking hell of a planet for a recon mission, or you might get sent out to board a surrendered pirate or other hostile ship. Whatever comes along, if the captain decides it’s a job for the Marines, you will be expected to do it in an orderly and proficient manner.

“Warships do combat in space, and that’s where your secondary mission comes in. In space combat, Marines are responsible for damage control. Your job will be to repair battle damage, do search-and-rescue for combat casualties, and generally do whatever is necessary to keep your ship in action. We do not expect you to do the jobs of trained Navy technicians, but there will be many jobs that require strong backs, common sense, and a basic familiarity with the ship’s systems. You will find that your training will continue and will often involve assisting the Navy with general ship’s maintenance and repair jobs as requested. It has been my personal experience that the Navy usually reserves the dirtiest, nastiest jobs for the Marines, but you may console yourself with the thought that the day may come when your ability and willingness to do such jobs might save the lives of those Navy people.”

Darius decided Air Wing was all right, though he would rather be in a combat unit or in Special Services. Unfortunately, it sounded like that was less likely than any of the new recruits imagined. Regular Fleet service didn’t sound like the stuff they put in the recruiting flashes. The idea of being cooped up in a small ship like a destroyer with only 10 Marines aboard sounded awful. He resolved to work and study hard over the coming weeks to try his best to get one of the Special Services billets. 

* * *
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​12 December 2111, Lunar Command HQ, TerraNova City

Kim Jong Pak stood at the window of his office, looking out at what was arguably the best view in TerraNova. Fifty meters below, the city’s main concourse stretched across the huge green space of TerraNova Park, with its walking trails and water features designed to provide a pleasant, Earth-like setting in the underground city. The domed ceiling was lit to simulate a sunny afternoon, and the information display at the park’s entrance advised visitors that a light rainfall was scheduled for early evening. After that, the forecast called for a clear night, meaning the park’s planetarium system would produce a night-sky image on the dome with a starry vista that would rival the darkest clear-sky sites on Earth. 

Hundreds of people were on the walkways of the concourse, while others enjoyed lunch or looked at merchandise in the shops and restaurants that ringed the park. The idea of the nation’s Chief Executive standing at a window overlooking such a public place might have concerned his security people, but the panels were set for one-way transparency. Kim could enjoy the view, but the people passing below couldn’t see him. In addition, the crystal-clear polymer panes were well beyond bulletproof. They were designed that way, not for security but for safety, specifically for pressure integrity. If some natural or man-made catastrophe cracked open the dome over the park, exposing it to the harsh lunar environment, the surrounding sections of the city would remain pressurized and comfortable. 

It was unlikely to ever happen. The city was built into a mountain. Though the park was at its topmost level, the ceiling that arched over it was topped by several hundred meters of solid rock. The only portions of the city even close to being exposed were some of the outlying commercial areas, including the penthouse suites of the Luna Hilton and the city’s most notable restaurants. Tourists always wanted a view of the Lunar surface, even if they had to look at it through ten centimeters of radiation-shielded polycrystal.

Still, Kim reflected, one couldn’t be too careful. In its short history, the Lunar Free State had been under nuclear attack by Earth nations twice. It could happen again, given the current sad state of relations between the LFS and certain prominent nations down on the home planet. 

Nuclear-tipped missiles had been replaced by kinetic weapons for use against surface targets. They were less expensive and easier to build than fusion bombs but every bit as destructive. Unfortunately, they were available to every nation or group that had any sort of space capability. The huge TransLuna orbital facility at the first LaGrange point between Earth and Luna was more than a port of entry for the Lunar Free State. It defined the official borders of the lunar nation and was the staging point for the LFS Fleet, whose defensive mission included the directive that no ship or other object not under TransLuna’s direct control be allowed to pass within those borders. In simple terms, no ship or small craft not flying the LFS flag could land on the Moon. Cargo and passengers bound for the lunar surface had to travel aboard an LFS ship or transfer to one at TransLuna. There were no exceptions.

This was a source of irritation to many Earth nations, particularly those of the Confederacy, who reciprocated by banning the landing of any LFS ships within their borders on Earth, but the LFS had long ago secured a free port in the western United States and another on Cheju Do, an island province of the Republic of Korea. The U.S. and Korea were “non-aligned” nations that refused to join the Confederacy after the collapse of the old United Nations in the first half of the 21st century. Lunar heavy lifters landed with impunity at both ports and departed with cargo shipped in from all over Earth. The LFS also had arrangements with Japan, Australia, and the United Kingdom that allowed landing rights at the major commercial spaceports in each of those nations. 

There was no point in explaining to anyone that the restrictions on lunar space were a simple security measure. More than a century had passed since terrorists had used ordinary commercial aircraft to kill almost 3,000 people in the United States in a single day. Since then, terror attacks from the air had happened many times, though none had been as deadly, but Luna’s critics pointed out that no other nation had banned all commercial air traffic within its borders.

None of them are living in a single city inside an air bubble under a lunar mountain, Kim thought with a snort. An aircraft crashing into a target on Earth is limited to atmospheric flight speeds. A spacecraft crashing on the Moon knows no such limits. Granted, we’ve come a long way since the early days. We’re more spread out and dispersed, but we’ve still got way too many eggs in one basket.

Kim had come to Luna from Korea as a boy, when his father had been recruited to head up the newly-formed Lunar Free State Marine Corps. The family had arrived before the Second Battle of Luna, so he had first-hand knowledge of how things had been in those early days. What had been a simple network of tunnels within the mountain was now a multi-level city with three major sections connected by broad underground concourses several kilometers in length. It would take more than one direct hit—kinetic or nuclear—to completely wipe out the Lunar Free State of the 22nd century, but a single weapon could still cause more damage to Luna than to any Earth nation.

There was also the New Eden enclave on the second planet of Rothstein’s Star, over seventy light-years from the Sol system. The Lunar Free State had built a small city in a remote corner of the planet’s largest continent—remote, as in “high in the mountains of the frozen north.” In short, it was a place New Eden’s aboriginal natives considered unsuitable for habitation, but it was fine for people who were used to living on the Moon. From their perspective, the fact that you could step outside the city without a pressure suit and radiation shielding made it a really nice place to live. 

The enclave was called Eden’s Gate. It was the site of the planet’s only spaceport for regular surface-to-orbit traffic. Heavy-lift ore freighters landed at four remote mining sites—also located in uninhabited areas—but all other traffic to those sites was via atmospheric flights from Eden’s Gate. The enclave was the headquarters of the NEP’s Aboriginal Services Division. ASD’s primary mission was to prevent, or at least minimize, cultural contamination of the native population—the “Edies”—through contact with off-worlders. Its secondary mission was to promote advancement of the Edie civilization in ways that would not violate the primary mission.

Simple enough at first glance, Kim reflected, but the devil is in the details. ASD’s mission required it to ensure that no advanced technology be given, sold, or bartered to the Edies. ASD used such technology extensively to provide medical services to the natives, including airlifting seriously ill or injured Edies to the primary hospital at Eden’s Gate or transporting personnel and supplies to a dozen clinics at local population centers. 

The Edies had been forced into a nomadic hunter-gatherer lifestyle when the Otuka controlled the planet. With the aliens gone, their civilization was on the rise again, and they were building towns and villages, cultivating fields, and raising livestock. They were also creating hand-crafted products of interest to off-worlders, and Terra Corporation operated three trading posts on the planet where native crafts could be exchanged for ASD-approved off-world products or raw materials. One of the TerraCorp mining sites produced iron ore which was boosted to a solar-powered orbital smelter facility. Some of the refined metal was then shipped back to the surface and bartered to native blacksmiths for handcrafted metal items that were popular back on Earth. It was a small part of the commercial picture, but it was profitable for all concerned.

That was another point of contention between Luna and the nations of Earth. All trade with the New Eden natives—all access to New Eden’s resources, for that matter—was controlled by TerraCorp, which was controlled by the Lunar Free State’s government. According to TerraCorp’s charter, Kim, as CEO of the Lunar Free State, was Chairman of the Terra Corporation Board. 

In short, the Lunar Free State was more than a sovereign nation, it was a major player in the commercial infrastructure of the entire Sol system. It had major interests in asteroid mining as well as mineral extraction on Mars. It also controlled an interstellar trading fleet that did business with several alien races over many light-years. It held a total monopoly on the resources and produce of New Eden’s entire star system. 

That was enough to upset even the unaligned nations, but they continued to do business with the LFS. The Confederacy, however, had decreed full economic sanctions, forbidding its member nations to engage in any commerce whatsoever with Luna. All of them gave lip service to the sanctions, but many managed to circumvent them by dealing with TerraCorp subsidiaries in Japan, the U.S., or Korea. The Lunar Free State was a small, but prosperous, nation that provided a lucrative market for Earth-made goods of all sorts, but it had many enemies and few friends back on Earth.

We’re not going to make any friends with the Tatanna initiative, Kim thought with a sigh. Just like New Eden, there isn’t much our enemies can do about it... except build more warships.

Over the past few decades, Earth’s political scene had gotten... complicated. The Confederacy had spread from its roots in the European Union and now included all the nations of South and Central America as well as Mexico. Technically, Russia and India were also members, though neither was an active participant in Confederacy affairs.

Virtually all of Africa and the Middle East, as far east as India’s border with Pakistan, was under the loose control of the Islamic Federation, which also extended its influence into much of Southeast Asia. At the same time, some of the Federation’s nations professed membership in the Confederacy, which they could do because the Islamic Federation presented itself as an alliance of nations whose predominant religion was Islam, rather than as a governing body of any sort. In practice, most of its members were Islamic theocracies, which were far more loyal to the I.F. than to the Confederacy.

The remainder of the world consisted of unaligned nations, each of which was an independent entity, but even among the members of that group, there were alliances, sub-groupings, and virtual pockets of power. Canada, Australia, and New Zealand had again joined with the U.K. in a bond reminiscent of the old British Commonwealth of the 20th Century. The U.S. had extended its influence into the oceans, holding sway over many Caribbean nations and Pacific Islands as far west as the Philippines. China had never regrouped after World War III, and many of its eastern provinces were now under Japanese influence, while others were closely tied to Korea. Mongolia was considered part of Russia. Britain had reclaimed its dominion over Hong Kong. 

The Confederacy had significantly increased its military presence in space. Technically, its space forces were made up of units built or purchased, crewed, and maintained by individual member nations, but overall command was held by Confederacy Space Command in Amsterdam. While some of the independents, most notably the Americans, British, and Japanese, had substantial space forces, the combined units of the Confederacy far outnumbered any other military force in space, except for the Lunar Free State. 

Twenty years ago, just one of our battle groups could have wiped out everything they had in a stand-up fight, Kim reflected. Today, if they put their whole fleet under competent leadership, the outcome would be far less certain. Still, it’s that ‘competent leadership’ issue that makes me feel a lot better. While the Confederacy Fleet theoretically operated under a strict chain of command, its individual units often gave first loyalty to the nation from which they had come. 

Kim was not a military man, though as Chief Executive he wore the traditional Fleet Admiral’s uniform on formal occasions. His father had been the first commandant of the LFS Marines, but Kim Jong Pak had graduated from Luna University with a degree in business management and had gone to work for TerraCorp as a strategic market analyst. Years later, Kim had been tapped by Lorna Greenwood, the second CEO of the Lunar nation, for her personal staff. Greenwood had come up through the military ranks to command the LFS Fleet before becoming CEO, and she had considered her lack of business experience a weakness. She had relied heavily on Kim during her term, but when Michael O’Hara had succeeded her in the CEO position, Kim had returned to the business world as a TerraCorp executive. He eventually became TerraCorp’s Chief Operating Officer, and when O’Hara retired, the Directorate had picked him as the Lunar nation’s fourth CEO. 

While serving on Greenwood’s staff, Kim had come to realize that Luna’s military strength was vital to the overall success of the nation. He regarded the LFS Navy and Marines as instruments of Luna’s policies in the commercial sector, as well as the diplomatic arena. He was somewhat less comfortable with the idea of his nation being the champion of oppressed human civilizations in other star systems, but a precedent had been set with New Eden, and his advisors—military and civilian—had convinced him that liberation of Tatanna from the Bugs was another worthy cause. 

So, like the Crusaders of old, we’re about to go off to a distant star system to rescue the locals from the forces of evil. I wonder when the Confeds, or somebody else on Earth, will decide to challenge us. 

Despite the secrecy that surrounded the project, Kim was certain some of Luna’s enemies must have had knowledge of it. Operation Blue Orchid had been eight years in the making, and there were too many people involved in its preparation. He might expect the military people to keep it secret, but the Lunar Directorate had been briefed early in the project, and a few Directors had served on the planning commission. Kim believed in the adage that three people could keep a secret only if two of them were dead, but he would also have added the proviso that none of them were Lunar Directors. 

In theory, Luna didn’t have a political class. Directors were selected from the ranks of the Lunar citizenry by direct vote of their peers, but in Kim’s experience, those who came from the commercial sector—usually executives of TerraCorp—tended to regard Luna’s national interest as secondary to their own bottom line. The nations of Earth were still Luna’s most significant trading partners, and Kim had few illusions about what sort of information some LFS “businesspeople” might be willing to trade to advance a particular deal. 

Somebody down there knows what we’re about to do, Kim told himself with certainty, but for whatever reason, they’ve chosen not to make an issue of it.

“Sir, Admiral Ling is here.”

Kim smiled at the reminder that he was never completely alone. The soft, polite voice seemed to come from mid-air, as the Artificial Intelligence known as Mike made optimum use of the office’s state-of-the-art sound system. 

“Send her in, please,” he told the AI. 

A moment later, the door to the office opened to admit the commander of Luna’s combined fleets. Just 155 centimeters in height and massing about 50 kilos, Amy Ling was not physically impressive, but she carried herself with a commanding presence that went beyond the uniform she wore. Her Asian features showed the maturity of middle age, with streaks of grey in her dark hair and a few lines around her brown eyes with their pronounced epicanthic fold. 

With the latest anti-aging treatments, “middle age” had acquired a new meaning. Ling was one of the Original Citizens who had established the Lunar nation on the Moon. A few months ago, she had celebrated her 100th birthday. 

“You sent for me, sir?” Ling’s salute was precise and properly respectful, but Kim couldn’t shake the feeling he ought to be saluting her instead. Maybe when I get to be that age, I’ll be able to project authority the way she does. 

“Yes, I did, Admiral. I want to discuss a few things with you. Come in.” He motioned toward the informal seating area at one end of the office. “Have a seat, and to use one of your own expressions, ‘smoke if you’ve got ‘em.’”

Ling paused for a moment, then took the indicated chair. 

“It’s pretty bad when my personal habit has even come to the CEO’s attention,” she remarked. Nonetheless, she slid a thin case out of a pocket in her uniform tunic, took out a cigarette, and lit it. “Are you sure this won’t bother you?”

“Not at all,” he replied with a grin as he pushed an ashtray across the coffee table toward her. “Mike assures me the ventilation system can be adjusted so I won’t even notice. He says it’s a trick he learned from Sonja.”

Ling almost choked on the first puff of smoke and glanced sharply at Kim. Sonja was the AI for the battlecruiser Sorceress, Ling’s flagship. As such, she had plenty of experience dealing with Ling’s habit. 

“Anyway,” Kim continued, settling into another of the comfortable armchairs, “I’ve read all the reports, but I need to hear it from you directly: Are we ready for Blue Orchid?”

Ling leaned back in her chair to consider the question. Kim was known for his analytical skills. If he said he “read all the reports” that meant he had considered the details of the extremely complex plan of operation. It also meant he wasn’t looking for vague generalities or cheerful assurances. In other words, time to get serious.

“Sir, we are as ready as eight years of carefully considered preparation can make us. We’ve thoroughly scouted the Bugs, we know where their home star system is located, and we know the extent of what they consider to be their territory. They have a presence in seven star systems beyond their own but have established settlements in only two of those. They only establish colonies on hot, heavy-gravity planets that have a methane atmosphere, just like their home world. In the other five systems, they have set up industrial operations to extract and process local resources for shipment back to the home worlds. To our knowledge, Tatanna is the only such outpost on a world with native intelligent life. It also happens to be the most distant one from their home worlds.

“The Sacagawea system is about a dozen light-years closer to their home world than it is to Sol. If it comes to a long campaign, they’ve got shorter supply lines than we have, so we’re hoping to make it a short campaign. We need to take the system away from them, hold it against counterattack, and convince them not to press the matter.”

“I understand the plan,” Kim said. “Do you really think we can convince them to give up what they obviously consider a valuable resource?”

“I wish I could give you a solid affirmative on that, but I can’t,” she admitted. “We know our military tech is better than theirs in many ways, and I’m sure we can take the system from them and hold it. Beyond that, well, they’re an alien race, and our best guess about how they think is just that—a guess. 

“From what we know about their interactions with the Tatannans, they seem to operate on cold, hard logic. We are going to try to give them good, logical reasons to cease hostilities and withdraw. We will plan no offensive action against them anywhere outside the Sacagawea system. Even within that system, we won’t engage them unless they threaten Tatanna.”

“I thought the plan called for attacks in several other systems—diversions before the actual Tatanna offensive goes in. Won’t that send them the wrong message? Mind you,” Kim cautioned, “I’m not criticizing the plan, and it’s a little late to start making changes. I’m just playing Devil’s Advocate at the 11th hour.”

“‘Attack’ is too strong a word,” Ling replied. “What we’ve planned are incursions or probes into two of the Bug ‘resource’ systems that are farthest from Sacagawea. The objective is to get the Bugs’ attention without engaging them in battle. The forces involved will be fast units—mostly destroyers—that can go in, tweak the Bugs’ noses, then stay away from them while taunting them with their presence. 

“There is some risk, and the commanders involved will operate under rules of engagement that allow them to take whatever action is needed to defend themselves, but their priority will be to disengage and evade the enemy.

“We’re sending them in early—weeks before we launch the actual assault on the Bug forces at Tatanna. The hope is that we can get the Bugs to divert resources to the ‘threatened’ systems, resources that will then be unavailable to send against us when we go for the real objective. As soon as we’ve secured that objective, we will withdraw from the other systems and cease harassing them. We hope the Bugs will get the message that we have what we want, and we will not bother them further if they leave it at that.

“We’re also prepared to bribe them. If they come back after we’ve taken the system, we’re prepared to offer them large quantities of the mineral they’ve been mining on Tatanna. You will recall that we tried that early on, as an alternative to armed conflict, but we couldn’t get them to communicate with us, let alone accept our offer. The hope is they will be more open to such an offer after we’ve kicked their butts and denied them Tatanna as a source. We’re prepared to use the Otuka as intermediaries if they won’t deal with us directly.

“That’s the plan—” she shrugged, “—but it’s exactly that: a plan. No plan can be expected to match the reality of actual warfare. I’m reasonably confident it’s a good plan, but if it doesn’t work exactly as we expect, we will have to improvise, adapt, and overcome.”

She stubbed out the remains of her cigarette and took out another without thinking about it. Medical science had eliminated the detrimental health effects of tobacco use. Smoking had once again become popular, but in the closed environment of the Lunar Free State, few indulged to the same degree as the Fleet’s supreme commander. Kim didn’t object since Mike’s ventilation adjustments were obviously working. The smoke was hardly noticeable.

For a moment, he felt a twinge of guilt over the use of the AI for such mundane, personal comforts. Mike not only served as his personal assistant but also as the primary information asset for Lunar Command, the Lunar Research Institute, and Terra Corporation. He was the nation’s primary keeper of records and the supervisor of operations for the lunar capital’s infrastructure. His control of the ventilation in Kim’s office was just a tiny part of what he did to maintain the environment of the underground city. 

Kim pulled his thoughts back from the momentary distraction. Ling was looking at him, waiting for his reaction.

“All right, Admiral, you’re right. It looks like a good plan, and procrastination won’t make it any better. Mike will confirm the orders to you through the usual channels, but I’ll give them to you verbally now: Commence Operation Blue Orchid.”

“Yes, sir.” She put the cigarette aside and acknowledged with a salute.

“The only thing I still have to figure out is how Earth—the Confeds in particular—are going to react,” Kim muttered. “They haven’t said a word, but I can’t believe we’ve gotten this far without their noticing something is going on.”

Ling gave him a wry grin. “That, sir, is what falls under the heading of Somebody Else’s Problem. I have my mission, you have yours... and I don’t envy you for it.”

Kim gave her a dark look. “Be careful. You know where that ‘problem’ ends up if something happens to me.” 

Ling’s grin disappeared. If the CEO died or became incapacitated while in office, the LFS Constitution required the highest-ranking officer of the Lunar military—currently, Amy Ling—to assume the office of Chief Executive. It was a constitutional provision that had always provoked criticism from the “enlightened” governments of Earth.

“That, sir,” she told him sincerely, “is why your health and welfare are matters of constant concern to me.”

* * *
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​Tempête de Neige, A Private Resort in the Swiss Alps

The five men meeting in the heavily secured conference room spoke English, though it was not the native language for any of them. One of the unspoken rules of their association was that none might have advantage over the others.

“The Moonies have become an obstacle to our progress,” Andre DuMorne insisted. “I believe the time has come for direct action.”

“I disagree,” Huang Chang Li replied calmly. “I think ‘obstacle’ overstates the case. They are simply a factor that must be considered.”

DuMorne turned sharply toward Huang but paused as Gerhard Richter held up his hand. As usual, they had drawn lots upon entering the meeting, and Richter was chairman for today.

“I am inclined to agree with you, Andre,” he said, “but I understand Chang’s position as well—his reluctance to disturb the Golden Goose.”

“It has been a most profitable relationship,” Huang admitted. For over a decade, his shipyards in Korea, Japan, and China had supplied major structural elements for the Lunar Free State’s
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​11 February 2112, TransLuna Station
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