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      “A whopping good read . . . Fast-paced, exciting, nicely detailed, with some innovative touches.”  - Elisabeth Moon, Nebula Award-winning author of Crown Renewal

      

      “Shepherd delivers no shortage of military action, in space and on the ground. It’s cinematic, dramatic, and dynamic . . . [He also] demonstrates a knack for characterization, balancing serious moments with dry humor . . . A thoroughly enjoyable adventure featuring one of science fiction’s most interesting recurring heroines.”      - Tor.com

      

      “A tightly written, action-packed adventure from start to finish . . . Heart-thumping action will keep the reader engrossed and emotionally involved. It will be hard waiting for the next in the series.”  - Fresh Fiction

      

      “[Daring] will elate fans of the series . . . The story line is faster than the speed of light.”  - Alternative Worlds

      

      “[Kris Longknife] will remind readers of David Weber’s Honor Harrington with her strength and intelligence. Mike Shepherd provides an exciting military science fiction thriller.”  -Genre Go Round Reviews

      

      “‘I’m a woman of very few words, but lots of action’: so said Mae West, but it might just as well have been Lieutenant Kris Longknife, princess of the one hundred worlds of Wardhaven. Kris can kick, shoot, and punch her way out of any dangerous situation, and she can do it while wearing stilettos and a tight cocktail dress. She’s all business, with a Hell’s Angel handshake and a ‘get out of my face’ attitude. But her hair always looks good . . . Kris Longknife is funny and she entertains us.”  - SciFi Weekly

      

      “[A] fast-paced, exciting military SF series . . . Mike Shepherd has a great ear for dialogue and talent for injecting dry humor into things at just the right moment . . . The characters are engaging, and the plot is full of twists and peppered liberally with sharply described action. I always look forward to installments in the Kris Longknife series because I know I’m guaranteed a good time with plenty of adventure.”  -SF Site

      

      In the New York Times bestselling Kris Longknife novels, “Fans of the Honor Harrington escapades will welcome the adventures of another strong female in outer space starring in a thrill-a-page military space opera.”   - Alternative Worlds

      

      “Military SF fans are bound to get a kick out of the series as a whole.”  - SF Site
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      Her Royal Highness Admiral Kris Longknife slid into the back seat of the provided government limo.  Jack was already there.  He held out an arm and she slipped into a hug, then kissed him hungrily on the cheek.  He turned his head and she ended up kissing him fully on his lips.  Her tongue begged entry and he let it slip in to meet his tongue.  For a long minute, they played together.

      Finally, Kris had to come up for air.

      “Really bad day?” Jack asked.

      “Horrible.”

      “I heard the budget came out.”

      Jack, being just a lieutenant general, wouldn’t see anything for a day or two.  Maybe more.  Her Royal Highness Admiral Kris Longknife took the full brunt of the budget battles, naked, ugly, and soonest.  She was the type commander for battlecruisers.  It was a bureaucratic job. She didn’t get to command anything; she just got to do the budget and write policy and doctrine for the use of the new type of warship.

      Write policy and doctrine that was still unapproved after five years of her pushing it uphill like cooked spaghetti.

      “Yeah, the budget is out.  I can’t talk about it, but you better take me to bed early and do all kinds of things to me or I’m going to start blowing things up tomorrow.”

      He kissed her again, and Kris began to relax under his loving attention.  With every breath she took, the tension of the day slipped out of her.  Evenings and nights like this were what made her days bearable.

      She was actually starting to feel loose, loved, and wonderful.

      “Incoming missile,” Nelly said from Kris’s collarbone.  “Defenses activated.”

      Kris threw herself forward into the car’s foot well.  Jack landed heavy atop her, doing his best to cover every part of her with his body.

      Nelly, the Magnificent Nelly as she told anyone who would listen, had been a gift to Kris on her first day of school.  Rather than buy a shiny new computer each year, Kris had upgraded her familiar one.  Nelly had been upgraded more times than Kris could remember.  One of those upgrades had involved a bit of data storage from a multi-million-year-old alien supercomputer.  Now Nelly argued with Kris and told horrible jokes.

      She also synced in with any network around Kris.

      Currently, the car’s anti-missile defense system was operating way beyond specs as Nelly acquired the incoming missile, slaved the laser just coming up from the lid of the trunk to its target, and fired.

      The laser hit the incoming missile a good two hundred meters from the limo, but a mass in motion tends to stay in motion.  The laser kept the missile in its sights, spitting out a burst of coherent light sixty times per second.  Nelly and the laser converted the incoming missile into a collection of junk flying in loose formation.

      It was that junk plus flaming rocket fuel that splattered itself on the back window of the limo.

      The window, in fact the entire limo, was made of Smart MetalTM.  It was all programable matter that Nelly had total control over.

      As directed, the window thickened up even as it bowed inward under the pressure of the hit.  Some parts of the rocket, either its motor or its warhead, likely both, caught fire.  Nelly added more matter from a cylinder under the middle seats, using its contents to strengthen the window even as it built a much larger laser on the top of the limo.

      The defensive sensors had tracked the incoming rocket and backtracked it to its point of origin.  Nelly took a look at the launcher, found no civilians near it, and shot back.

      The launcher took it on the nose.  The front of the rocket launchers barrel got hit with just enough energy to warp the metal of its barrel, but not enough to destroy any evidence the investigators might turn up.

      Nelly had a lot of experience responding to attacks with just enough force to prevent more while still leaving something for Special Agent Foile and his team to go over.

      The attack had been too fast for the driver to initiate evasion action.  Jack was pulling himself off of Kris before she really had a chance to do much more than contemplate her fate.  Here she was, a princess, an admiral, and a Longknife.  She’d spent the last five years of her life at a nice, unthreatening duty, and still somebody wanted her dead.

      Or did they?

      Was that missile attack intended to kill her or just get her attention?

      She and Jack dusted off their uniforms and settled back in their seats.  By now, the back window was back to being a clear expanse of glass, just as clear and undamaged as any other car on the road.  Nelly would never allow Kris’s limo to look bad.

      Whatever chunks of the missile that had survived the laser and its self-immolation were now packaged and boxed up in the trunk ready for transport to the Secret Service lab.

      Kris and Nelly had developed quite a routine.  One they’d gone through way too many times.

      “Who do you think that was from?” Jack asked, trying to be casual.

      “Hard to tell,” Kris answered just as matter-of-fact.  “The Peterwalds aren’t after us anymore.  Now we’re allies.  There may be a few factions in Greenfeld that still have their nose out of joint, but I don’t see them doing anything to get me mad.”

      “And?”

      “I have no idea, Jack.  If it’s anything like the other five attacks in the last three months, we’ll find that the launcher was overage and surplus.  It was sold off to a reputable dealer to be demilitarized and reduced to its base metal and chemicals.  How any of them got out of the proper channels is still something Foile is investigating.  Everyone involved has the highest security clearance.”

      “Don’t most spies have high security clearances?”

      “Yeah.  It goes with the job,” Kris answered, and snuggled up next to Jack.  He put his arm around her, but the feeling was gone.  It’s hard to be sexy when you’ve just been reminded that someone wants you dead.

      They’d been driving around in this camouflaged tank with two Marines up front ever since someone took a pot shot at Kris’s brand-new car nearly five years ago.  At the time, she had been driving Jack and Ruthie to Main Navy.  She and Jack were going to work, Ruthie was headed for another day of daycare close by so Kris could breastfeed her when the need arose.

      The hidden road side bomb had blown in Jack’s side of the car and they’d flipped over twice before coming to rest.  Ruthie’s safety seat, designed by Nelly, worked perfectly; the infant thought it was great fun.  The safety equipment on the car kept them in place as they rolled over and over.  The explosion caved in Jack’s door, dislocating his shoulder and breaking an arm.

      On investigation, Special Agent Foile and his reinforced team concluded the explosives used in the bomb were overage and did not explode at full force.

      Kris and Ruthie followed Jack to the hospital, waited while he was set right, then rode home in an armored limo with two Marines seated in the front seat and a Marine gun truck traveling fore and aft of them.

      It was Nelly that suggested they replace the existing limo with one constructed of Smart MetalTM that she could manipulate in a split second.  After the limo survived three attacks without any of its passengers any the worse for the wear, the Marine gun trucks were dispensed with.

      Or maybe not.  On occasion, Kris caught sight of Marines in some of the cars in traffic around them.

      Today, she and Jack took a while to get into the normal flow of their ride home.  Usually Kris would debrief Jack on her day, then he would share his.  They did their very best to arrive home with their minds cleared of the day’s wreckage and both of them ready to devote time to themselves and two rambunctious darlings.

      Ruth was rapidly approaching her sixth birthday and was becoming quite the young lady, when she wasn’t climbing trees and getting into mischief with the neighborhood kids.  Young John Junior had just turned four and did his best to keep up with his big sister.  The poor fellow had the scrapes and bruises to show for it.

      Kris had the Marines drop them off at the front portico.  Even from outside, Kris could hear Johnnie’s happy giggles.  Ruthie was shrieking in delight.  Clearly, the kids were enjoying themselves.   Jack opened the door for her and she got ready to be hit by two boisterous, small cannonballs.

      Both darlings were in the middle of the foyer, swinging around as if on a merry-go-round.  A merry-go-round created by the four arms of an Iteeche!

      Granny Rita would have pulled her automatic and shot the Iteeche dead.  She, and any other veteran of the Iteeche War were on a hair trigger where this four legged, four armed, four eyed species was concerned.  They remembered when the Iteeche would have driven the humans to extinction, but for their sacrifices.

      Kris, however, knew different.  While spending a couple of months with an Iteeche representative from the Imperial Court, she’d discovered that the Iteeche War veterans on the other side were absolutely sure that they had saved the Iteeche from the genocidal humans.

      It had been an enlightening experience for both of them.

      But seven or so years back, desperation had driven the Iteeche Emperor to send an envoy to King Raymond I.  The Iteeche were losing exploration ships and feared what was lurking out in unexplored space.  Kris’s circumnavigation of the galaxy had been the result of that . . . as well as her discovery of the alien raiders.

      Quite by accident, but with full intent, she had started a war.

      All those thoughts flashed through Kris’s mind as she watched an Iteeche swing her kids around, holding them both tightly in his arms.

      “Ron, is that you?”  Like all humans, Kris had trouble telling them apart since all of them looked the same.  Kris had learned the Iteeche had the same problem with humans.

      “Yes, Princess Longknife, I have again the honor of meeting you face to face,” he said, still swinging the kids, but using that strange Iteeche neck to keep himself face to face for most of the twirls.

      The kids were screaming “Mommy, mommy,” with glee but making no attempt to stop their own fun as they continued to fly a good six feet off the floor.

      Kris let the fun continue as she tried to puzzle out what an Iteeche of the Imperial Court was doing in the foyer of her house giving her kids the most fun ride of their young lives.

      For the near ninety years since the war ended with the Treaty of the Orange Nebula, hammered out by Kris’s great grandfathers Ray Longknife and General Trouble, the two species had kept their distance.  Kris had thought that included no contact until Ron showed up knowing a lot more about present human politics than isolation should have allowed.

      Of late, the Iteeche had shared their unique way of getting many times the power from a given reactor than the humans ever had.  We, in turn, had shared the secret of Smart MetalTM.  You could find tiny Iteeche colonies on several space stations building critical defense projects.

      But none had ever come down to a human planet.  The risk was just too great.

      That is, until one Iteeche decided to give Kris’s kids the wildest swing ride of any kid in human history.

      Kris cautiously covered the distance to Ron and the children.  Only with mommy at arms’ reach did Johnnie turn his attention from Ron to her.  On the next turn, he reached out to Kris and grabbed a hold of her outstretched arms.

      Kris hugged him to her breast as he giggled happily.

      A moment later Ron swung Ruth right at her and she managed to reach an arm out to pull the six-year-old in.  Ruth switched from her delighted scream to, “Mommy, mommy, isn’t Mr. Ron great?  He can make us fly!”

      “Yes, your Uncle Ron is the bestest fun ever,” Kris replied, giving Ron the full family honor.  “How long have you been flying with your Uncle Ron?”

      “For hours and hours,” Johnnie put in.  His four-year-old mind was having trouble with the concept of time.

      Oh, for the simple life of a little kid.

      “He can swing us longer than you or Daddy,” Ruth added.  “And higher, too.”

      “Then I guess we’ll have to see how long he can stay,” Kris said.  “Will you stay for dinner?”

      “Yes, if you are so kind.  I had my driver drop off a container of my preferred food with your kind Mrs. Lotty, but if you would prefer I dine on your food, I can manage that.  We have found an enzyme that allows us to process even your burned food.”

      “There is no need,” Kris said.  “I think we’ve raised the kids to be open to different experiences.  Let’s see how they handle this one.”

      “New ek-pher-ience” Johnnie said, adding a new word to his often-mangled vocabulary.

      “Experiences,” Kris gently corrected.  “Nelly, how long until dinner?”

      “Mrs. Lotty,” Nelly said from Kris’s collar bone, and giving Lotty the cook her new formal title, “will have dinner on the table just as soon as the short people can wash their hands.”

      “Well, let’s wash our hands, then,” Kris said, and Johnnie set to wiggling out of her arms.  She set him down, and both he and his sister galloped for the nearest downstairs bathroom.  Kris followed, with Jack and Ron right behind her.

      “So, what brings you to Wardhaven?” Jack asked.

      Kris stood in the door supervising from a safe distance as water and soap flew with the enthusiasm that only children can bring to the work of getting themselves clean.  Behind her, the conversation between Jack and Ron continued.

      “My Emperor has decided that the ocean between our two races has been too great for too long.  He wishes to open full trade between us.  That, of course, well require treaties to assure that the relationship between us is rightly established and in good order.  We do not want to repeat the chaos of our first encounters.”

      “No,” Jack said, most emphatically.  “We don’t want that again.”

      “Then we will need a human presence at court, to establish those terms and to help when matters get complicated, as you humans say.”

      “Your grasp of standard is quite good,” Kris said, glancing back as the kids now were toweling themselves dry.

      “I have been given one of your best personal computers,” he said, tapping a tiny broach on his chest.  “I know it is not as good as your Nelly,” he said, giving Kris a smile that now looked better than a grimace.  “It runs the language program Nelly developed very quickly and quite well.”

      “It certainly does,” Nelly put in.

      “So,” Jack said, “your Emperor wants to set up full diplomatic relations.”

      “Yes, we have studied your practice of exchanging ambassadors.  The concept of having someone in the court to stand in the place of a ruling equal is most strange for us and no doubt there will be the strong possibility of misunderstanding.”

      “You’ll need someone very capable,” Kris said, as the kids raced by her, clothes damp in several places, but they were now very, very clean and most hungry.

      “Yes, we will need someone very special,” Ron said.  “That is why my Emperor has asked your King to send a very special emissary.  We have asked for you, Princess Kris Longknife to be that emissary.”

      “That is very interesting,” Jack said, most circumspectly.

      It was good he did, because Kris was too intent on swallowing a response that would be most inappropriate for her children’s ears.
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      Dinner turned into a very interesting experience.  Ron only picked at his salad and the three adults struggled to find something to talk about.

      Ruth had been trained not to speak at the dinner table until spoken to.  Young Johnnie was still struggling with the concept of silence, but he was so in awe of the big Iteeche at the table that he got his first two bites in with nothing said.  However, with the adults having nothing to say, Ruth broke the ice.

      “Mother, I had a very good day at school.”

      “You did?” Ron said as if surprised.  The Iteeche seemed to have gained in the skill of expressing emotions like a human.  Kris couldn’t help but notice that the vestigial gills at his neck were now covered by a high collar.  When she’d first met Ron, she could keep track of his mood by the color of those relics of when his ancestors swam in dark seas.  She wondered if all the Iteeche at court had adopted the same fashion and how that was playing out.  Kris had plenty of time to think because Ruth and John were busily filling Ron in on what they’d learned today.

      “Your palace of learning is quite good,” he said after a few minutes.

      “We have good teachers,” Ruth said, glancing down at the computer that hung around her neck on a sturdy Smart MetalTM chain with no clasp.  She’d lost several computers; now a code was needed to get it off of her.

      “Is your computer one of Nelly’s children?” Ron asked, giving Kris a knowing glance.

      So, you know that Nelly has spun off a few kids of her own.  What don’t you know?  Or more importantly, what cards do you have up your many sleeves?

      Kris smiled back, and let Ruth answer, “No, Daisy is just a computer.  But sometimes Nelly has something to say, so I think Nelly is checking up on us for Mommy.”

      “You bet I am,” Nelly said, and got a happy giggle from both kids.

      Not to be outdone, Johnnie held up his computer.  “Mine is Hippo,” he announced loudly.

      Ron seemed to take a moment then grinned at Johnnie, “And a very nice hippo you have there.”

      He looked at both kids.  “If I was your mommy, I’d never take my eyes off you, and I’ve got two of them for each of you,” the Iteeche said, and was rewarded with more giggles.

      The main course for the humans was meatloaf and mashed potatoes in Lotty’s special gravy accompanied by steamed mixed vegetables which resulted in Johnnie asking how much broccoli he had to eat.

      “There are only two broccoli florets on your plate,” Kris pointed out.  Apparently, Lotty had taken mercy on him in the kitchen.

      “Do I have to eat both?”

      “Yes.”

      The youngster turned pleading eyes to his father, who shook his head.  “I agree with your mother.  We want you to grow up big and strong.”

      Johnnie studied the offending vegetable as if it was a poisonous mushroom, then cut off a bit of meatloaf and chewed it thoughtfully as he eyed the required two pieces of broccoli.

      About that time, Ron took his fork and stabbed it into the two-handled alabaster serving bowl that Kris had never seen before, but apparently was kept for just the right moment.  It had peacocks and flowers flowing around it.

      Ron drew out something like a fish, still wiggling on his fork.  He plopped it in his mouth, lifted his head so it would have a straight run down his throat, and swallowed.

      “Wow,” Johnnie said, all thought of broccoli forgotten.  “Can I have one?”

      “Me too,” Ruth put in, not to be outdone by her younger brother, who, at this moment, was a smidgen taller than her.

      Jack turned to Kris, clearly bemused by this strange territory.

      “Ah, I don’t think that would be a good idea, kids.”

      “Why, Mommy?” came immediately in chorus, as it did so often.

      “Ah, Uncle Ron is an Iteeche.  His people didn’t come from Earth and the food they eat evolved on a different planet.  Our food makes his tummy sick.  I’m afraid that his food might give you a tummy ache.

      Not to mention eating raw fish.  Who knows where it’s been?

      “Aww,” came from two very disappointed kids.

      “Would a goldfish taste like his food?” John Junior wondered.

      “Nobody is eating the goldfish out of the pond,” Jack said sternly.  “You are a civilized human being.  You eat your fish cooked.”

      THINK WE MIGHT OFFER HIM SOME SUSHI? Kris asked taking advantage of Nelly net.

      Jack took the thought and ran with it.  “If you want to try raw fish, we could bring you home something called sushi.  It has fish and rice and vegetables.”

      “Could you?” Johnnie asked.  “That would be great,” Ruth said over him.  A year or two ago, she would have pushed John’s head under the table to make sure she was heard.

      Thank heavens that stopped.  It probably had to, now that little brother is the bigger of the two.

      “Does the shusss, ah, fish stuff have broccoli in it?” Johnnie added, spotting a possible weakness in his parents’ latest concession.

      “I don’t think it does,” Kris said.

      “I’ll make sure that your sushi has no broccoli when I order it,” Nelly said.

      “Thank you, Aunt Nelly,” Johnnie said, then turned back to address his broccoli problem.  He cut a small sprig off, buried it in mashed potatoes and gravy and manfully put it in his mouth.  The little fellow looked like he was doomed and this was his last meal.

      Kris made an effort to take her eyes off her offspring.  She treasured time with them, but she knew she could smother them if she held them too close.  Her parents had been way too distant; she and Jack were hunting for a middle ground.

      She turned to Ron, and did her best to begin a conversation.  “How was your voyage across the neutral zone?”

      “The weather in space this time of year was quite pleasant,” Ron said with a near human grin.

      “There’s no weather in space,” Ruth said with the disdain of a six-year-old for grownup folly.  “Space is cold vacuum all the time.”

      Kris covered her mouth with her napkin, doing her best to wipe away a grin of her own.

      “Uncle Ron knows very well what space is like, Ruth.  He was making a joke,” Jack told his young daughter.

      “His jokes are as bad as Aunt Nelly’s,” Ruth said, but softly as she was, once more addressing her supper.

      Ron watched Kris’s interaction with her children.  “You keep your young with you from the first moment they hatch.”

      “Ruth grew in my own uterus for nine months before she came out into the world and was placed on my breast,” Kris said.  “I fed her for the first two years of her life, completely at first, then less and less.”

      “I have read of this way of you humans.  It has to be seen to be believed.  We Iteeche are not chosen by our choosers until we are halfway through our time in the Palace of Learning.”

      “I would dearly miss my time with my children from their birth until they were halfway through school,” Kris said, most pointedly.

      “Our children spend eight years in grammar or middle school,” Jack said, “then four years in high school and another four years in college.  Some spend longer.  What is half way through the Palace of Learning to you?”

      The two eyes on the left side of Ron’s head gazed up at the ceiling for a brief moment, then he again focused on Jack.  “Our year is longer than yours, but I would say we begin in the smaller ponds and progress upward for six years.  Then we are chosen and swim in the larger pools for another six years.  For those of us who have specialized work, such as those you would call officers in your Army or Navy, or Officials at Court, there are several more years before we can take the exam to swim in the wide ocean of affairs.  I studied longer, although there were few to teach me about you humans.  I had to learn to swim with you by myself.”

      “As I will, no doubt, have to if my king chooses me to be his emissary,” Kris said through a thoughtful frown.

      Ruth took that moment to announce, “I’ve finished half of my meatloaf and all my vegetables.  Can I go now?  Devi promised to read us a story after supper.”

      Kris eyed her daughter’s plate.  She was eating less and less meat; was she going to turn into a vegetarian?

      “Are you full?” Jack asked solemnly.

      “Yes, Daddy.”  Somebody knew which of her little fingers her daddy was wrapped around.

      Jack raised an eyebrow Kris’s way.

      “Okay, you can have your nanny read you a story,” Kris said, and Ruth bolted from the room.

      “Can I go too?” Johnny pleaded.  He’d eaten all his meat and potatoes, except for what was smeared around his plate.  Of his broccoli, half a floret sat forlornly in the middle of the wreckage.  The eyes focused on Kris were wide and doleful.

      “Go get your story,” she decided.

      He vanished at the speed of light, or at least as quickly as his growing legs could carry him.

      Kris shook her head, and allowed herself a smile as the tornados that were her children relinquished the room to the adults.

      Jack reached for the coffee pot that sat at his elbow and poured himself a cup, then offered one to Ron and lastly Kris.  “You thinking of taking the job?” he asked her.

      “I don’t know, but if Grampa Ray says the job is mine, how will I not take it?”

      “You did insist on this desk job,” Jack pointed out.  Then he eyed Kris and a soft smile crept onto his face.  “This budget thing didn’t have you sending Megan out to buy you a lottery ticket, did it?”

      Some wag at Main Navy had started a betting pool on how long Kris would last at a desk.  Initially, the betting was which hour.  Then which day, then week. Five years later, betting was sporadic and the lottery was for which months. It was a running joke between Kris and her aide that on really bad days, she out to send Megan to buy a ticket for when she’d bolt from her desk.

      A few times, Kris had actually had her buy a ticket for the next month.

      “I may have,” Kris admitted.  “It was a really bad day.”

      “Budget days are never anything else.”

      “Let’s wait and see,” Kris said.  “There have to be better diplomats in the Royal US Foreign Service.”

      Kris sipped her coffee and eyed Ron.  “Why would your Emperor ask for me by name?”

      “You are the most known human in the Iteeche Empire, after your King Raymond.  You are honored even among us for what you did to the aliens, beating them back from our door.”

      “But I was blowing stuff up, Ron.  This looks like a very different job.  More like keeping things from blowing up.”

      The Iteeche managed to raise the skin on the ridges above his eyes.  It looked like he’d had eyebrows penciled in.  Maybe even tattooed.

      Clearly, at least Ron was doing his best to “go native,” but Kris wasn’t quite sure what message he was trying to convey.

      “You solve problems, Princess.  We need problems solved.  Colonies of our people are sprouting up on many of your space stations where they are helping you with your power generation upgrade.  In the Empire, we are also accepting colonies of humans who are helping us with your Smart Metal ships, as well as the new, more powerful lasers.  Your king has not agreed to let us have the technology of your beam weapon, but we are still agitating for it.”

      Kris suppressed a curious frown.  Why would Grampa Ray hold back on the beam weapon?

      If the aliens discovered the human and Iteeche sector of space and attacked the Iteeche first, the more murderous space raiders that the Empire blew away, the better for humans.  Kris would have to ask her grampa what the problem was when she saw him next.

      But Ron was still talking.

      “So far, both of our peoples have stayed locked up in their little colonies and had as little interaction with each other as possible.  Still, people can only stay locked up in a tin can for so long.  What do you call it, cabin fever?”

      Kris thought back to the need that had driven her fleet personnel and industrial workers on Alwa Station to own a bit of dirt, to get outside in the fresh air.  It had caused her no end of trouble, but they’d sure been happy when Kris got them their land.

      “Yes, folks need a break,” she agreed.

      “And when they take their breaks, my people among yours and yours with mine, there will be friction when we rub elbows,” Ron said, and raised all eight of his elbows.

      “I hope that doesn’t mean we’ll have four times the trouble with your people,” Jack said, but he grinned as he said it.

      “I think you will find my people much more cooperative than your people.  We are too many and used to living in very close quarters.  We learn to follow the rules very early or we can be unchosen.”

      Kris hadn’t heard about that.  That was another thing she’d need to figure out if she took this job.

      “That is why,” Ron went on, “we need to establish clear rules.  While your people will likely do their best to bend them, if they are anything like you, Princess, my people will do their best to follow the rules.”

      “Are you suggesting that my wife’s devious, corkscrew of a brain will be just the thing you need to come up with rules that other devious, corkscrew brains won’t be able to wiggle out of?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Ron said, all four hands coming up to fend off any angry attack from Kris.

      “No, you didn’t, but my loving husband did,” Kris said, sending Jack a most sarcastic air kiss to keep him warm.  He might need it for sleeping on the couch.

      “I thought you were proud of your Longknife corkscrew brain?” Jack said, grinning as he defended himself.

      Kris scrunched up her face, as if to think hard, then shook her head.  “I don’t mind being devious and applying my corkscrew brain to things like blowing shit up.  But legal shit, that stuff with lawyers?  Not so much.”  She turned to Ron.

      “Will your people be represented in this bargaining by men of the law?”

      “We have elders that stand up with those accused of misdeeds when they go before the holders of the Emperor’s, ah.  Nelly, help me.  It’s not a club exactly.  It is weighted on one end and has a double handle on the other end.”

      “Is it made of wood?” Nelly asked.

      “No, it is usually bronze or silver for someone who holds senior hearings.”

      “How about a mace?  A mace of office,” Nelly said, and presented one as a hologram above the table.

      “That is close to it.  I would show you one, but this computer I have only holds what Nelly and I worked out during our last trip.  I had no imagination that you would want me to show you about my world.”

      That gave Kris pause.  The two of them had been very curious about each other and their respective worlds.  They’d turned the Forward Lounge on the old Wasp, the old, old corvette size Wasp, into a full-fledged roundtable to study the different views each species had about the Iteeche-Human War.

      Before Kris could form a question to direct the conversation gently in that direction, Ron asked Jack about what it was like to fight the aliens and that easily took them back to Alwa.  Somehow Granny Rita’s survival came up and that led to cheerful talk of their wedding.

      Again, Ron was left shaking his head, something that involved most of his body above the strange hip bones of his that handled four legs.  “So, you know whose eggs your seed quickens because you have committed yourself to live your entire life with her?” he said, eyeing Jack.

      “That is how we humans try to do it.  It doesn’t always work out that way, but it’s the ideal.  Two of us, trying not to kill each other,” Kris said, throwing Jack a toothy smile, “while we raise our kids, and try not to let them kill us.”

      “Or us kill them,” Jack pointed out.  “Remember the time Ruth got her diaper off and proceeded to stuff all the heat vents . . .”

      “Enough, Jack.  Ron does not need to know everything about what immature humans can get into.”

      Ron was swiveling his body back and forth.  “When I think of all the things I did when I was a youngling in the House of Learning, I am only too glad that my chooser knew nothing of my past misconducts.”

      “How does this choosing work?” Kris asked.  “You never had much to say about it when we were last together.”

      “It’s a very personal matter among us,” Ron said, leaving Kris with a strong yearning for good old days when she could tell the emotional state of an Iteeche just by looking at those old gill slits. This new collar fashion was crimping her style.  As it was, she had no idea what was going on with Ron.

      And she didn’t much like it.

      Again, Ron deftly turned the conversation back to their time on Alwa, as well as the Sasquans, and seemed to really fear letting the cat critters with atomics loose in the galaxy.

      “The Empire, like you humans, during the war chose not to violate our own edicts concerning atomic weapons.  It took us so long to force them back into the shell, we did not want to have to do that again.  Can we trust them to pack away in a deep, dark pit of the ocean such weapons of chaos?  That is where they belong.”

      “That is Grand Admiral Santiago’s chore as we speak,” Jack said.  “I’m glad it’s hers and not mine . . . or Kris’s.”

      Kris rolled her eyes at the ceiling.  “Better anyone other than me.”

      “About this other species you found, you call them the Verdant Ones?”

      “They’re intelligent, bipedal and quadrilateral like we humans, but they seem to have a film of chlorophyll all over their bodies,” Kris said.  “All I’ve seen is the most preliminary of reports.  My Navy job eats up my time like candy.”

      “I wonder if there might be one of them to come as an ambassador to my Emperor’s court.  He was most interested in seeing one of those green men.  Oh, and one of those cats too, and a bird as well.  He is very curious about all these species that you humans are encountering.”

      “Is he willing to lend some battlecruisers to defend those planets?” Kris said.

      “You will have to ask him,” had a vagueness around the edges that raised the hackles on the back of Kris’s neck.

      The conversation rambled on for a bit more.  After another hour, Ron excused himself, “I must be back to the secure location I am housed in before dark.”

      “Aren’t you worried about people seeing your car?”

      “I travel in a van with no windows,” Ron said with a near Irish sigh.  “No one can see me and I can see nothing about where I am going.  It is a hard burden to bear.  We must negotiate ways that our two people can hold the dark chaos at bay.”

      “We certainly must, particularly if I and my family will likely be some of the people walled up out of sight,” Kris said.

      They waited while Ron boarded a tall green van.  “That’s as tall as the one they had me in when I had to stand up all the way to the residence of the Emperor of Musashi,” Kris noted.

      “And you aren’t nearly as tall as he is,” Jack quipped, taking a dig at how sensitive Kris had been about her height back before he proved to her that she was loveable.  Oh, and she had two kids and spent half her day bending down to reach them.

      Thank God they were growing up.

      She and Jack waved at the van, though they doubted Ron could see them.

      “You interested in the job?”  Jack asked as the van passed through the gate of their outer perimeter.

      “I really did have Meg buy us two tickets in the lottery,” Kris admitted.

      “For this month?”

      “Nope, next month.”

      “Then you were serious.”

      “Yep.”  When Kris was really pissed, she bought it for this month even if it was the 23rd.  She’d only bought a ticket for the next month once and she’d spent the entire next seven weeks thinking very seriously about leaving.

      “You want to talk about it?” Jack asked.

      “Nope, we’ve talked it through enough.  No more talk.  Take me to bed and make me forget all the damn bureaucratic infighting.”

      “My pleasure,” Jack said, nuzzling the back of her neck.

      “No, mine,” Kris said, reaching back to run her hands through his hair.
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      Traffic was light, so Kris was at her desk fifteen minutes early the next morning.  She spent the time having Nelly go through this year’s budget documentation and matching it with last year’s.  Nelly also called up Kris’s markups from last year where they’d fit just as well as they had last year.

      The Battle Force and Scout Force copied and pasted a lot of their supporting data from one year to the next.

      Kris shook her head.  She had written her budget support fresh from scratch each year, based on what had happened over the previous year.  Then again, she had Nelly at her side every day and only had to ask her to remember this or that for the budget write-up and Nelly not only remembered, but would have her narrative ready for Kris to review and approve.

      Why don’t the other admirals use their computers like that?  Heaven knows theirs weren’t nearly as good as Nell. Still, even a dumb computer could remember something when told to.

      Kris watched as the wall in front of her changed quickly as Nelly highlighted this in yellow and added in red what Kris had said about it last year.

      Right on time, Megan appeared at Kris’s elbow, two cups of frothy coffee in hand.

      “You know this stuff isn’t Navy issue.”

      “I know you pay a lot for it,” Megan answered, taking a sip.

      Kris took a sip of her own.  Every day her caffeine-free latte was different; today had a hint of caramel and macadamia nut.

      “What is this?”

      “You don’t ask and I don’t tell,” Megan said primly.

      “But how will I order for myself?”

      “Keep me around and you won’t have to,” came as a cute reply.

      Kris sighed and got serious.  “About this job.  There may be a problem,” Kris said, and filled Megan in on what Ron the Iteeche had said the night before.

      “Well, it’s not like you don’t have the diplomatic chops for a job like that,” Megan said when Kris finished.  “We survived negotiating the end of the Greenfeld Civil War and even the last renegotiations of the Treaty of Cuzco.”

      “I had a lot of help both times,” Kris pointed out.

      “And you won’t have a lot of help at your elbow as the ambassador to the Iteeche Empire?”

      “Ugh,” escaped Kris and before she could say anything.  Without even thinking about it, she found herself going down the list of people she knew and slipping them into slots on her ambassadorial staff.  She shook her head.

      “What about you?” Kris said.  “I remember you telling me that you weren’t interested in Alwa duty.  Something about being from Santa Maria halfway to hell and gone and wanting to spend some time in human space.”

      “I, ah, may have been more diplomatic than accurate when I said that,” Meg said, looking a bit coy.

      Kris eyed her aide over her cup of coffee as she took a sip.

      “I dropped in on my detailer in BuPer to see about getting a good assignment, and he kind of did a double take.  Muttered something about ‘not another damn Longknife.’  I asked him what he was talking about and he told me he had one Longknife asking for an aide and another Longknife asking for an assignment.  I think I kind of quit breathing, not wanting to upset anything.  I was pretty sure there wasn’t another Longknife in the Navy besides me and the famous, or infamous, Princess Kris Longknife.  Next thing I know, he’s trying to sell me on taking your job as aide.”  Megan dipped the shallowest of curtsies.  “And, as they say, the rest is history.”

      “If you follow me to the Imperial court, you could be the only attractive young human woman for hundreds of light years,” Kris said, thinking that finding cute human boys might be a problem for her aide.

      “No doubt there will be plenty of humans around helping you run the embassy.  Besides, the whole idea is to arrange for trade treaties and technological transfer.  There are bound to be some cute guys involved.  I might marry myself a wealthy businessman and have more bucks than you, Princess.”

      “So, you’re princessing me,” Kris laughed.  “I better get my nose out of your business before you get really nasty.”

      They exchanged grins before Kris turned back to Nelly’s work, ready to get down to business again.

      Megan wasn’t quite there yet.  “Admiral, I really meant it,” she said, dead serious, “I would like to stay as your aide.”

      “Why?” Kris said, keeping her eyes on the board, half afraid where this was headed.

      “It’s never boring around you, ma’am, and I had all the boring I wanted growing up on Santa Maria.”

      Kris let her breath out slowly.  She’d been half afraid that Megan was about to swear her undying devotion and love to Kris.  That would complicate matters much more than Kris cared to tackle at the moment.

      “I think I can provide plenty of not boring,” Kris said.  “I just don’t know what it is I will be providing if you follow me to the Imperial Iteeche Court.  It could be just a lot of trade negotiations for people like my Grampa Al or boring balls with guys who have way too many hands.”

      “My mother warned me about those types.  Still, we won’t know until we get there.  Now we’ve got to draft a rebuttal to put together between now and next week.  How do you want to reply to the Battle Fleet’s dig that battlecruisers can’t fire broadside?”

      “The same way we did last year,” Kris snarled softly.

      “You bet, Admiral.”

      The morning was off to a good start.  The two of them and Nelly rapidly drew together their package.  Kris found it disheartening that she was saying the same thing this year as she said last year.  Trying to get change out of the Navy was like nailing orange marmalade to a tree.  Its entrenched interest groups were nearly impossible to change: admirals, industrial big wigs, and politicians who liked the jobs that the old ways created and didn’t want to think of their constituents losing them.

      Kris had thought that the battlecruisers were a dream come true, what with the huge alien raiders out there.  With a quarter of the crew and at a quarter of the cost . . . actually less now that the battleship admirals wanted crystal armor all over their oversized behemoths . . . the battlecruisers should have allowed the government to re-arm at a quarter of the cost.

      Kris chuckled; she’d really put the fear of God into human space when she sent back the raving alien woman.  People were terrified by her diatribes and threats.  Suddenly, taxes were good and the public purse was open for defense.

      Too bad it was being spent in too many of the wrong places.

      Kris sighed; the more she tried to explain the battlecruiser concept, the more she was called a zealot or one note band.  She’d learned the hard way how much fun it was to be a voice crying in the wilderness.

      What am I doing wrong?

      She and Jack had lunch together at a tiny food court on the roof of Main Navy.  It was a wonderful spring day with a few fluffy clouds dotting a painfully blue sky.  Nelly put the kids on a hookup with them and Kris found the laughter of her kids a soft balm that soothed her blood pressure.  Jack avoided any mention of work during lunch and Kris was only too glad to follow his lead.

      She went back to the salt mine after lunch with one reluctant last glance at the budding springtime. Ten years ago, Kris would have ditched her afternoon classes and headed for a park or better yet, the hills, with any friends she could talk into being as irresponsible as her.

      “This being a grown up is not what I was promised,” she whispered as she and Jack parted ways.

      “You’re sure it’s not being an admiral?” Jack said, smiling back.

      “Probably just being a damn Longknife,” Kris grumbled.

      Jack had no answer that could top that.

      Kris continued to work with Megan and Nelly.  As the afternoon wore on, Kris found her frustration skyrocketing.  She did not join the Navy to smash her head against a brick wall in hope that it would crumble before her head did.  Kris was pretty sure the wall would be the loser, but it was taking way too long, and if she was honest, a lot more effort than she wanted to waste.

      I hate this job, Kris thought for the very first time.

      “Kris,” Nelly said, interrupting a review of the Scout Force, “King Raymond requests and requires your
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