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Five hundred years ago, the human race discovered it was not alone in the universe when Earth was invaded and forcibly integrated by the Alphan Empire.  Over the years, humans have grown used to their position within the empire, serving as soldiers and spacers for alien masters as well as building a place in the universe for themselves.  But now, in the aftermath of a violent interstellar war that shattered the power of the Alphans, humanity has rediscovered its pride.  Humanity wants to be free.

Facing a war they will lose even if they win, the Alphans give humanity its independence once again.  Humanity stands alone in a hostile universe, facing alien threats that regard humans as nothing more than servants - or weaklings, easy meat for armed conquest.  And if the human race cannot learn to stand on its own two feet, without its masters, it will rapidly discover that it has traded one set of masters for another ...

... And if they lose the coming war, all hope of independence will die with it.
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Prologue I


[image: ]


Washington was burning.

The President of the United States gritted his teeth in helpless humiliation as Marine One skirted the edge of the disaster zone, heading remorselessly towards what remained of Joint Base Andrews.  Giant pillars of eerie yellowish smoke rose from the ruined city, casting a sinister light over the countryside.  The haze was so thick he couldn’t see the heart of the city, although he knew it was nothing more than a blackened ruin.  The White House was gone.  The Pentagon was gone.  Congress and the Senate and everything else within five miles of the White House ... all gone.

His stomach churned.  A day ago, he’d been the most powerful man in the world.  His country had been the most powerful country in the world.  He’d looked to a future of boundless optimism, a chance to make his legacy as one of the great presidents of his century ... he’d even regretted, deep inside, that he wouldn’t face a crisis that would ensure his name was forever praised or damned.  The world had seemed safe and predictable ...

... Until the aliens arrived.

The President still couldn’t believe it.  He’d been lucky - or unlucky - enough to be out of the city when the aliens had announced their presence, when they’d systematically wiped out the satellite network, dropped kinetic projectiles on most of the navy and, just to make it clear the planet had new masters, nuked Washington, DC.  International communications had been shattered, practically effortlessly, but intelligence reports suggested the aliens had also nuked London, Paris, Berlin, Moscow, Beijing and five or six other cities.  Not knowing burned at him as much as anything else.  He’d grown far too used to having information permanently at his fingertips to make it easy to handle the fog of war.

And the nukes are gone, he thought.  It was brutally clear that the US nuclear deterrent was no more.  The ground-based missiles had been hammered from orbit, the nuclear-capable aircraft had been wiped out and the submarines were out of contact, presumed sunk.  What few missiles they’d been able to fire at the orbiting spacecraft had been swatted down so casually that it was clear the aliens were used to much faster missiles.  There’s no way we can hit back.

Marine One shuddered, again, as it started to descend.  The aliens hadn’t landed everywhere, if the reports were to be believed, but they’d dropped troops around Andrews JBA and set up defences.  The hastily-organised counterattack, drawing on a combination of soldiers, marines and national guardsmen, had been effortlessly smashed.  The President wanted to believe that armed civilians and the remnants of the military would be able to wear the aliens down, but the surviving joint chiefs had made it brutally clear that further resistance would be utterly futile.  The aliens controlled the high ground.  They could bombard humanity into submission, while remaining outside the range of humanity’s remaining weapons.  They’d shown a frightening - utterly terrifying - lack of concern for human casualties.  Millions of people had already died, all over the globe.  They could simply keep dropping nukes until the human race surrendered.

The President stared, feeling too numb to care as he saw the alien shapes orbiting over the airfield.  Alien fighters ... he’d seen the reports.  The USAF had sent F-22s and F-35s against the alien craft, only to watch the jets casually blasted out of the sky.  There had been no survivors.  His eyes narrowed as he saw armoured shapes - armoured combat suits and small hovertanks - moving around the edge of the base.  The nearby civilian housing had been turned into rubble.  He thought he saw refugees heading south, trying to reach a safety that no longer existed.  The country was steadily sinking into chaos.  It had only been a day - a day, his mind screamed - and America was already damaged beyond repair.  He shuddered to think how long it would take to restore some semblance of normality ...

His skin crawled as he saw the figures gathered by the runway.  No, things would never be normal again.  It wasn’t just a crisis, not any longer.  It was the new reality.  The human race had believed, truly believed, that it was alone in the universe.  The President had read the reports dismissing the very concept of alien life, insisting that even if aliens existed they’d never be able to reach Earth.  There had been no truth, he’d been told, in any of the UFO reports.  Grey-skinned aliens did not abduct humans for anal probing.  The witnesses were hoaxers, or drunk, or simply misunderstood what they saw.  Aliens simply did not exist.

And yet, they did.  The figures weren’t human.  They were ... just wrong.

The helicopter touched down with a bump.  The President watched the crew spin down the rotors before they opened the hatch.  He wanted to draw a gun and open fire, he wanted to carry a nuke into the very heart of alien power ... he knew, all too well, that it was impossible.  The aliens would shoot him down in seconds and go on to make their demands to his successor.  He wasn’t even sure who that was.  The Vice President and the Speaker of the House of Representatives had both died in Washington.  There had been no reason to think the United States needed a designated survivor.  The Secret Service was working frantically to discover who was alive, let alone where they stood in the line of succession.  Too many government officials had been in Washington when the bomb fell.  They were missing, presumed dead.  The President had a nasty suspicion the aliens had planned it that way.

He stood, feeling his legs shake.  He’d made innumerable diplomatic visits, during the course of a long career, but this was different.  This was surrender.  The President’s heart wanted to fight to the last; the President’s head knew a prolonged conflict would end in the destruction of the human race.  He felt a wave of heat brush across his face as he clambered out of the helicopter.  The aliens watched him, silently.  He stared at them.  All but one were concealed behind powered armour.

The unarmoured alien was ... alien.  The President shivered.  The alien was slightly taller than he was, with reddish-orange skin, bulbous eyes and a mouth that was curved in something that looked like a faint sneer.  He - the President assumed the alien was a he - had no hair, no ears.  He wore a blank tunic that seemed completely unmarked.  He ...

“Mr. President,” the alien said.  His English was oddly accented.  “Have you accepted our terms?”

At least they’re not making me wait, the President thought, savagely.  Damn them.

“Yes,” he said.  The shame of surrender washed down on him as the words hung in the air.  “We do.”

“Then we bid you welcome to the galactic community,” the alien said.  “Come.  We have much work to do.”
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No human had ever set foot within the council chambers.  No human ever would.  They were reserved for the Alphans and the Alphans alone, for the very highest of their species.  Even the servants were Alphans, a sign of wealth and power on a scale most sentient beings would have found unimaginable.  No aliens - not even the few races the Alphans considered their equals, or their servants - were ever invited into the chamber.  It was the very core of Alphan power.

Yasuke, Viceroy of Earth, took a deep breath as he stepped into the chamber.  The invitation would normally have been the very pinnacle of his career, a promise - in so many words - that the ruling elite respected and trusted him.  He had never had any doubt they cared for him - the core council cared for everyone - but respect and trust?  That had been denied, until his invitation to visit the elite in the seat of his power.  There was no greater honour for someone who hadn’t climbed to the very top of the ladder.  

There was no formal protocol for greeting the core councillors.  He bowed once, in salute, then looked around the chambers as the councillors studied him thoughtfully.  Massive holodisplays dominated the room, showing a mixture of views from the tower to live feeds from right across the Empire.  A newscaster was babbling about something in tones of great excitement, as if the broadcast was in real time.  Yasuke knew better.  The news broadcasts would have been cleared through a dozen different committees before going live.  Events had probably already moved on.  He made a mental note to check the government network before he boarded his ship.  He’d need to know if something - anything - had happened that might change the core council’s policies before he could put them into practice.

He kept his face impassive as the live feed panned across a gleaming white tower.  The city was dominated by white towers, each one housing hundreds and thousands of Alphans from birth to death.  Their every need met by the government, they lived and died without ever making an impression on the universe.  Even now, even after the Empire had come closer to defeat than ever before, the population seemed unmoved.  They didn’t realise - not yet - that they’d built their towers on sand.  They didn’t realise that the servile population was no longer content to be servile.  None of them even understood how close they stood to total disaster.

We built our Empire on alien labour, Yasuke thought.  And now those aliens want a piece of the pie for themselves.

He turned his attention back to the councillors as the chairman called for attention.  There were nine in all, nine people who controlled the destiny of the entire Empire.  They were wealthy and powerful beyond compare, yet - now - there were limits to their power.  It had always been true, he admitted in the privacy of his own mind, but the vast majority of the population preferred to believe in the council’s omnipotence.  There were very few races that would have stood in the way, if the council decided it wanted something.  But now, the Empire was tottering and the scavengers were gathering.  The war had smashed forever the perception of invincibility.  It had been won, but the cost had been far too high.

The chairman’s voice echoed in the silence.  “Viceroy.  You wished to speak to us about the humans.”

“Yes,” Yasuke said, flatly.  “The human problem is growing out of hand.”

He waited for the nod, then proceeded.  “Five hundred years ago, we invaded and occupied Earth.  We assimilated the humans into our Empire.  Humans worked for us - work for us - on almost all of our worlds.  We trained them to fight for us, we taught them to use modern technology, we encouraged them to build up a sizable industrial base of their own.  They are no longer a first-stage race, if indeed they ever were.  There is a strong case to be made that, five hundred years ago, they were actually a second-stage race.”

“Absurd,” a councillor snapped.  “They had barely even reached their moon!”

Yasuke frowned, inwardly.  He’d spent much of his adult life on Earth, climbing until his word was law right across the Sol System, but he couldn’t say he truly understood his human subjects.  It baffled him that the humans, given rockets and surprisingly advanced computer technology, hadn’t settled their star system by the time the first explorer vessel popped out of the crossroads and advanced on Earth.  If they had, they would have qualified for a certain degree of respect.  They certainly wouldn’t have been summarily crushed and assimilated, whether they liked it or not.  Instead, they had been too primitive to offer meaningful resistance when the invasion force arrived.  Galactic Law was clear.  Primitives had no rights.

And yet, they’d been strikingly advanced in other ways.  Their computer technology had been second-stage, at the very least.  They’d envisaged uses for GalTech long before they’d realised they weren’t alone in the universe.  Their political systems and philosophical background had been astonishingly advanced, in some respects.  It was almost as if they’d started advancing to a post-scarcity level without truly being a post-scarcity society.  And then their development had come to a screeching halt.  The invasion had ensured they no longer controlled their world.

“The fact remains, honoured councillor, that the situation is getting out of hand,” Yasuke said, coolly.  “If you’ll permit me to elaborate ...

“The humans have been growing restless over the last hundred years.  They increasingly see themselves as our partners, not our subjects.  They have been offended, massively, when we have moved to put them back in their box.  The rise of human political parties demanding equality, or even independence, is a direct result of our meddling.  And now, without them, we would have lost the Lupine War ... and they know it.  Their demands for greater autonomy can no longer be denied.”

“Of course they can,” the councillor insisted.

“My staff believes the Humanity League will win a majority in the Sol Assembly, displacing the Empire Loyalists,” Yasuke stated.  “The Empire Loyalists themselves are demanding some form of reward for their loyalty.  If we fail to come through, their assemblymen may defect to the Humanity League.  That might well trigger an early election or a series of by-elections that will put power in the wrong hands.  And if that happens, honoured councillor, we will have the flat choice between agreeing to concede a measure of independence and risking a war that will rip the Empire apart.”

A ripple of disbelief ran around the chamber.  Yasuke understood, better than he cared to admit.  The councillors might never have laid eyes on a human, even one of the uncounted millions who lived and worked on Capital itself.  They’d certainly never studied the human race.  Why should they?  There was no one on Capital who cared about human history, beyond a handful of dusty academics.  But Yasuke couldn’t allow himself the luxury of ignorance.  Human history was astonishingly violent.  The longer they managed to keep the lid on, the greater the explosion when they finally - inevitably - lost control.

“The Earth Defence Force is more powerful, I think, than you realise,” he said.  “The humans control most of the military installations within their system.  Titan Base is the only real exception and even that installation has a major human presence.  They might be able to liberate themselves, if they wished.  That’s not the real problem.  There are millions of humans scattered across our worlds.  What will they do when they see us move to crush their dreams of equality or independence?  We will find ourselves fighting a war on our homeworlds!”

“We have them under tight control,” another councillor said.  His skin was blotchy, suggesting he was starting the transition from male to female.  “Rig the election.”

“That’s no longer possible,” Yasuke said.  “They use exit polls to gauge the electorate’s views - and votes.  They’ve been strikingly accurate over the last two decades.  They’d have good reason to think we rigged the election if there was a sizable discrepancy between their results and ours.  And that might trigger off the insurrection we hoped to avoid.”

“You paint a grim picture,” the chairman said.  “How do you propose we proceed?”

Yasuke took a breath.  They weren’t going to like what he had to say.  He didn’t like it himself.  But there was no choice.  The Empire itself was at stake.  They had to make concessions now or risk an explosion that would destroy everything they’d built over the last ten thousand years.  And yet ... they wouldn’t want to believe him.  They had good reasons not to want to believe.

“I propose we start granting Earth, and the other human worlds, an increased level of autonomy,” he said.  “There will be a steady transfer of powers, and an acknowledgement of human equality on their homeworld, over the next two decades.  This will, hopefully, satisfy them without risking total collapse ...”

“Out of the question,” the first councillor snapped.  “They’ll be passing judgement on us!”

Yasuke kept his face impassive, somehow.  The councillor’s corporation had run into trouble, forty years ago, when a human judge had ruled against them.  They’d honestly never realised that - technically - a human judge did have authority, if only because he’d studied and qualified on Capital itself.  And they’d used their immense clout to not only override the judge’s decision, but insist that human judges were to have no authority over Alphans.  And that had turned the most intelligent and capable human lawyers into independence and equality activists. 

“On their homeworld, quite probably,” Yasuke said.  “But if you treat them as Alphans, you should be fine.”

“And how do you know it will be fine?”  The councillor glared at Yasuke.  “What if this is just the beginning of a human takeover?  Or ...”

The chairman held up a hand.  “I think we must consider the issue carefully,” he said.  “You ask us to fly in the face of all precedent.”

“Yes,” another councillor said.  “A committee must be appointed to consider all the ramifications!”

“With all due respect,” Yasuke said, “we don’t have time for a committee.”

“Really?”  The chairman didn’t sound convinced.  “How long do we have?”

“The elections are due in thirteen months,” Yasuke said.  The humans had a superstition about the number thirteen.  He didn’t believe it himself, naturally, but he had to admit it was a disquieting omen.  Thirteen months ... the committee probably couldn’t come to any conclusions in less than thirteen years.  “That’s our deadline.  If the Humanity League wins, they will start pressuring us for immediate independence.  And then we will have to decide how far we’re willing to go to keep them in the fold.”

“We could lose the war,” the chairman said.

“Or weaken ourselves to the point one of the other third-stage races can overwhelm us,” Yasuke said.  “The Pashtali, for example.  They’ve already been fishing in troubled waters, using their Vultek clients as deniable assets  It’s only a matter of time before they start supporting human rebels.  They could win the galaxy without firing a shot.”

The chairman silently canvassed his fellows.  “I believe we have no choice, but to proceed with your plan,” he said.  “If nothing else, it will allow us to limit the pace of change.”

“Unless something unpredicted happens,” Yasuke warned, tightly.  He knew better than to think they all supported the plan.  “Here, things change very slowly.  On Earth, the pace of change is a great deal quicker.”

But he knew, as he bowed his way to the exit, that they didn’t really believe him.
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Chapter One


James Bond, Gammon System


[image: ]


Captain Thomas Anderson tried not to grimace as James Bond shuddered and groaned her way through the crossroads and back into realspace.  The modified freighter had passed through so many refits that hardly anything, save perhaps for the hull and some of her bulkheads, could be said to be truly original.  Her engineers had spliced components from a dozen different races into the ship, turning her into a patchwork mess that defied the best efforts of the certification board.  It was a minor miracle, outsiders had noted, that James Bond was even allowed to exist.  She should have been scrapped hundreds of years ago.

And we should probably work on that, Thomas thought.  The display blinked, then started to fill with a handful of icons.  Sooner or later, someone’s going to start wondering where we got the money to bribe the inspectors.

“I’m picking up a dozen contacts, Dad,” Lieutenant Wesley Anderson said.  Thomas’s son never looked up from his console.  “They’re heading in all directions!”

“I’m sure they are,” Thomas said, dryly.  There was much to be said for raising a family on the tramp freighter, rather than trusting them to the schools, but there were downsides too.  The crew knew what they were doing, but none of them were particularly professional.  “Are any of them close enough to prove a problem?”

“I don’t think so,” Wesley said.  “None of them are within weapons range.”

“Good,” Thomas said.  “Sarah, set course for the planet.  Best possible speed.”

Commander Sarah Anderson, his wife as well as his first officer, nodded curtly.  “Yes, sir,” she said.  A low shiver ran through the tramp freighter as her drives came online.  “We’ll be entering orbit in roughly eight hours.”

Thomas nodded.  “No hurry,” he said.  “We’ll be there when we’ll be there.”

He leaned back in his chair and brought up the live feed from the sensor suite.  The inspectors - if there had been any inspectors - would have raised their eyebrows if they’d seen the military-grade sensors concealed within a civilian chassis.  Anyone on the far side of the border would have been seriously concerned, assuming - correctly - that James Bond was a spy ship.  It would be more accurate, Thomas considered privately, to class his ship as an intelligence-gathering ship, but it would make no difference to anyone who caught them.  The ship and crew would never be seen again.

The system sat on the border between the Alphan Empire and the Vultek Hegemony, itself a semi-client state of the Pashtali Consortium.  Thomas didn’t pretend to understand alien politics.  The Pashtali didn’t precisely rule the Vultek Hegemony, but - if the intelligence reports were accurate - they had enough influence to steer the Vulteks in whatever direction they preferred.  Thomas suspected that was bad news for the Alphans - and Earth.  The Second Lupine War had been incredibly costly.  The Alphans were in no state to fight another war with two interstellar powers.

He frowned as he watched the ships heading in and out of the system.  Gammon was technically independent, if only because the system was of limited value.  Too many crossroads to be easily secured, a barely-habitable planet without a single gas giant for HE3 ... there was little in the system to interest any of the interstellar powers.  There were no intelligent inhabitants, nothing that might convince someone to take the system and keep everyone else out.  It was lawless, to all intents and purposes.  No one, not even the Vulteks, had bothered to stake a claim to the system.

And yet, there were more ships moving in and out of the system than he’d expected.  The dregs of the galaxy might have made the system their home, but ... he shook his head as more and more data flowed into the datacores.  It was quite possible that the planet was seeing an influx of newcomers.  Refugees from the wars, religious migrants hoping to find a homeworld well away from any of the interstellar powers, mercenaries and smugglers conducting their business ... it was someone else’s problem.  As far as anyone outside the crew, and the EDF, were concerned, James Bond was a tramp freighter moving from one isolated system to another.  His superiors would assess the data he brought them and decide what, if anything, should be done about it.

He unbuckled himself and stood.  “Sarah, you have the bridge,” he said, calmly.  “I’m going to check on our supplies.”

His wife nodded, tightly.  “Have fun.”

Thomas concealed his amusement as he turned and stepped through the hatch.  James Bond was surprisingly large, for a tramp freighter, but most of her bulk was devoted to cargo.  The family itself lived in cramped accommodation, so cramped that he was uneasily aware that any dispute could blossom out of control very quickly.  It was only a matter of time before Wesley and his siblings decided they wanted to transfer to a different ship ... something that might get awkward, if they joined the wrong crew.  He reminded himself, sharply, that Wesley was a grown man.  He was old enough to make his own mistakes.

And it isn’t as if you haven’t made your own mistakes, his thoughts mocked him.  You fucked up your life good and proper, when you were his age.  

He put the thought out of his head as he opened the hatch into the cargo hold and walked past the heavily-secured pallets.  The weapons were primitive, by Galactic standards, but they were very useful.  No one ever asked questions of gunrunners, in his experience; no one wanted to deter them from bringing more guns.  And while there were people who would look askance at a gunrunner, they might not realise there was something more to Thomas than a man who profited from war and someone else’s misery.  Better to have them look down on you for something, Thomas had always thought, than have them trying to get too close to you.

The intercom bleeped.  “Captain to the bridge!  Captain to the bridge!”

Thomas blinked as he hurried back through the hatch, slamming it firmly shut behind him.  Sarah - like the rest of the family - enjoyed command.  She wouldn’t call him to the bridge unless it was urgent.  His mind raced, trying to determine what had happened.  A distress call?  A systems failure?  James Bond was in better condition than she looked - and she looked alarmingly like a derelict from a bad horror flick - but something could easily have gone wrong.  And yet ... he dismissed the thought.  The alarms would have sounded if something had failed spectacularly.

And if it failed so spectacularly that the alarms failed to sound, he told himself, we’d all be dead.

He stepped onto the bridge and retook the command chair.  “Report!”

“Unknown warship on approach vector,” Sarah said.  Her voice was very cold.  She’d never been comfortable with their work for the EDF, even though she’d grown up on a freighter herself.  The risk of death might have been a constant companion, but there were limits now she was a mother herself.  “She’ll be within weapons range in twenty minutes.”

Thomas nodded as he pulled up the sensor report.  The warship was a light cruiser, origin unknown.  That meant nothing, he reminded himself.  James Bond wasn’t the only ship that had passed through dozens of hands since she’d come off the slipway.  The Galactics had no qualms about selling their older and outdated ships to the younger races, who would do their level best to refit them with newer technology.  The ship angling towards them might have been refitted so extensively her original builders had been lost in the mists of time.  Or ... she could just be a pirate ship.  Gammon played host to pirates and their fences too.

And if she was on a legitimate mission, she would have hailed us by now, he thought.  A chill ran down his spine.  We might be in some trouble.

“Send a standard greeting,” he ordered.  “If they don’t respond, send a wide-band distress call.”

“Aye, sir,” Sarah said.

Thomas forced himself to consider their options.  There weren’t many.  James Bond carried two plasma cannons ... they might as well be peashooters, for all the damage they’d do to the enemy hull.  She could alter course and try to evade, perhaps even double back and retreat to the crossroads ... no, that wasn’t going to work.  The warship would have no trouble running them down before they could jump into multispace.  They could prolong the chase, perhaps long enough to convince the enemy ship to go looking for easier prey, but it wouldn’t last very long.

“No response,” Sarah said.  “And they’re picking up speed.”

“Transmit the distress signal,” Thomas said.  “And then alter course to evade.”

He gritted his teeth.  Pirates ... they had to be pirates.  And that meant ... he hoped, grimly, they weren’t human pirates.  The crew might survive long enough to be ransomed if they were captured by non-humans.  Humans, on the other hand ... Sarah and his daughters would be brutally raped to death.  Pirates were pathologically insane.  They’d kill the males, then torture the females to death.  Thomas thought cold thoughts about the ship’s self-destruct system.  It would be relatively simple to lure the pirate ship into point-blank range and deactivate the antimatter containment chambers.  The resulting explosion would destroy both ships.  It wasn’t ideal, but what was?

“They’re angling to remain on intercept course,” Sarah said.  “They’ll be within weapons range in ten minutes.”

“And no response to our distress call,” Thomas said, sourly.  He wasn’t surprised.  Gammon had no navy.  The Galactics didn’t bother to patrol the system.  And it was unlikely the mercenaries would drop everything to come to their aid.  Who cared about a tramp freighter in the middle of nowhere?  “Divert emergency power to the drives.”

“Aye, sir,” Sarah said, in a tone that told him she knew it was futile.  He knew it too.  There was no way they could do more than delay matters.  “I ...”

She broke off as her console chimed.  “They’re hailing us.”

“Put it through,” Thomas ordered.

He tried not to show any reaction as a bird-like alien face materialised in front of him.  It wasn’t the first Vultek he’d seen, and he’d spent most of his life around non-humans, but the aliens always left him feeling a little uneasy.  It was the way they looked at him, he thought; it was the way they always looked as if they were considering when and where to pounce.

“This is Captain Anderson,” he said.  “I ...”

“The Vultek Hegemony has assumed control over this system,” the alien said.  It spoke Galactic with a faint whistling accent.  “You have intruded upon our territory without permission.”

Thomas blinked.  The Vulteks hadn’t occupied Gammon ... not as far as he knew.  Why would they bother?  And ... they were risking a confrontation with the Alphans and at least two other powerful races.  And humanity, of course.  There were three human-dominated worlds bare days from Gammon, linked by the tangled thread of safe routes through multispace.  Interstellar powers that had been content to leave Gammon independent would be concerned, very concerned, if one power took control and drove everyone else out.  The Vulteks were risking a major conflict ...

Unless they’ve decided the Alphans are too weak to push the issue, Thomas thought, coldly.  It was possible.  Everyone knew the Alphans had lost hundreds of their prized warcruisers during the war.  They could trash the Vulteks in a few days, if they massed their surviving ships, but at what cost?  They might just get away with it.

“We were unaware of any change in power,” he said, carefully.  “In any case, under the Convocations ...”

The Vultek cut him off.  “You will power down your drives and prepare to be boarded,” he said.  “Resistance will result in the destruction of your vessel.”

Thomas forced himself to think.  The Vulteks were signatories to the standard interstellar conventions.  In theory, there shouldn’t be any trouble.  The ship would be searched, then returned to the crossroads or simply interned.  In practice ... who knew?  The courts might take years to decide if James Bond was trespassing or not, particularly if one or more interstellar powers decided to dispute the Vultek claim to the system.  He shuddered as a deeper implication struck him.  If the Vulteks discovered the sensor suite, they’d realise the ship’s true nature.  And who knew what they’d do then?

Make us vanish, Thomas thought.  We dare not let them board us.

He glanced at the display, already knowing they were trapped.  They could neither outrun nor defeat their enemy.  And triggering the self-destruct might start a war.  The EDF - and the Alphans - wouldn’t know what had happened, but that wouldn’t stop the Vulteks from using the incident as an excuse for war.  And yet ... he couldn’t let his ship fall into their hands either.

“In line with the Convocations, I cannot allow you to search my ship,” he said.  “However, as a gesture of good faith, we will return to the crossroads and ...”

The display bleeped an alert.  “Missile separation,” Sarah said, quietly.  “They’re aiming to miss, but not by much.”

“You will power down your drives and prepare to be boarded without further delay,” the Vultek said, coldly.  “Resistance will result in the destruction of your vessel.”

So you said, Thomas thought.  His thoughts ran in circles.  Earth couldn’t push the issue.  It wasn’t clear if the Alphans would push the issue.  And there’s no way out.

He keyed his console, bringing up the limited destruct program.  The sensor suite could be reduced to dust with the push of a button, once he inserted his command codes.  In theory, there would be no proof that James Bond had ever been anything other than a simple tramp freighter.  In practice, he simply didn’t know.  The Vulteks might search the ship so thoroughly they turned up proof ... if, of course, they didn’t simply destroy the ship in a bid to secure their new holdings.  And if they swept the datacore ...

“We understand,” he said.  “We’ll deactivate our drives as ordered.”

“Good,” the alien said.  “And ...”

Thomas glanced up as the proximity display flashed another alert.  A gravimetric distortion had appeared out of nowhere, a bare three kilometres from their position.  He let out a sigh of relief as the distortion became a crossroads, which opened to reveal a warcruiser.  The giant warship glided into realspace, its sensors already searching for targets.  The Vultek ship didn’t move, but Thomas liked to think he saw it jump.  Warcruisers were the most powerful warships in the known galaxy.  The Alphans would have no trouble blowing the Vultek ship out of space if they so much as looked at them funny.

“They’re ordering the Vulteks to leave,” Sarah said.  She let out a sound that was half-giggle, half-sob.  “That was really too close.”

Thomas nodded, watching as the Vulteks reversed course and headed straight for the nearest crossroads.  They didn’t have the technology to create their own, not yet.  The Alphans were the only race known to possess such technology, although Thomas wouldn’t have cared to bet the other Galactics didn’t have it.  The technology offered too many advantages to whoever held it.  

“Reverse course,” he ordered, firmly.  “We’ll pass through Gammon, then head home.”

Sarah gave him a sharp look.  “And you don’t think we should head home now?”

“I think we have weapons to sell,” Thomas said.  “And we need to know what’s happening on the surface.”

And see who’s really in control of the system, he thought, grimly.  He understood his wife’s point.  They’d pushed their luck dangerously close to the limits.  But they also needed to find out what was actually going on.  If the Vulteks landed a major ground force, digging them out might take a full-scale war.

“Aye, sir,” Sarah said.  They were going to have a screaming match as soon as they were alone.  Thomas was sure of it.  “We’ll enter orbit in five hours.”

“Keep monitoring local space,” Thomas ordered.  He didn’t relax.  He wouldn’t until they had completed their mission and left the system safely behind.  “I want to know the moment the Vulteks show up again.”

He sucked in his breath.  The Vulteks weren’t stupid enough to pit an outdated light cruiser against a warcruiser, but they wouldn’t like being told to leave at gunpoint.  They might assemble their fleet, if they had a fleet within the system, and gamble the Alphans wouldn’t want to start another war.  Or try something, hoping their patrons would come to their aid if things got out of hand.  The crisis might have only just begun.

His eyes slipped to the display.  The warcruiser was moving ahead of then, gracefully displaying her power - and her masters’ resolve - to the entire system.  He felt a sudden stab of envy that surprised him with its intensity.  Humanity had advanced far in the last five hundred years, learning from its masters and even improving - in some respects - on their technology.  But they didn’t have anything to match the warcruiser.  The ship was so advanced that she had been designed for aesthetics, not practicality.  There was no way anyone could mistake her for a human ship.

Wesley had the same thought.  “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?”

“Yes,” Thomas agreed.  He’d seen the recordings.  And read the secret files, the ones that officially didn’t exist.  The fact the EDF kept a wary eye on humanity’s masters, as well as its enemies, was a closely-guarded secret.  “But she also took five years from her builders laying down her spine to her crew activating the ship’s drives and deploying her for the first time.”

And if the Alphans hadn’t had us fighting by their side, he added silently, they might just have lost the last war.
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Chapter Two


EDS Washington, Earth Orbit
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Commander Naomi Yagami braced herself, then carefully removed the rank badge from her sleeve before stepping into the next compartment.  A handful of crewmen stared up at her in shock, their expressions caught in a frozen rictus of alarm, guilt and anger.  Naomi stared back at them evenly, keeping her face under tight control.  The crewmen were already on the verge of crossing the line.  A single show of weakness might encourage them to mutiny.  And it would end badly.  The Earth Defence Force’s commanders wouldn’t hesitate to fire on a mutinous ship.  Naomi was all too aware the marines were already primed and ready to intervene if - when - the shit hit the fan.

She allowed her eyes to sweep the compartment as the hatch closed behind her.  Twelve crewmen were hastily scrambling to their feet, snapping salutes that were distressingly sloppy.  Senior Chief Nigel Thompson appeared to be in charge, although it was hard to be sure.  The pre-war military structure had broken down under the stress of war, allowing a degree of social mobility that would have been unacceptable in peacetime.  Thompson was tough, but was he tough enough to impose himself on his fellows?  Crewmen Harris Pettigrew and Isabel Ruthven were a little more surprising, particularly the latter.  Naomi happened to know she’d been earmarked for officer rank, if she was willing to become a mustang.  She’d shown promise in the last two years.

“I trust,” she said calmly, “that you were not actually discussing mutiny.”

Pettigrew spoke first, quickly.  “Merely airing our grievances, Commander.”

“Indeed?”  Naomi looked from face to face, wondering if they were willing to cross the line.  “And what would those grievances be?”

Thompson shot Pettigrew a nasty look.  “Commander, with all due respect, is there any point in discussing our grievances?”

“I am the executive officer of this ship,” Naomi said, coolly.  She squatted, resting her hands on her knees.  “And crewmen, as has long been established, have the right to bring their grievances to me.”

She waited, wondering if they’d see the out she was offering them.  They could air their grievances to her, without fear of punishment.  They didn’t have to hold a secret meeting that might get them in real trouble, let alone do something that certainly would.  But ... too much had happened, during the war and afterwards, for the lower ranks to have any real faith in officialdom.  She might be trustworthy.  The Empire’s bureaucracy was anything but.  

Thompson leaned forward.  “Commander, we were promised shore leave immediately after the war,” he said.  “Proper shore leave, not a couple of days in a seedy spaceport strip.  It’s been two years since the promise and we haven’t had our shore leave!”

“I was told my enlistment would end with the war,” Pettigrew said.  “And I can’t even leave this ship!  My job won’t wait for me much longer!”

Naomi winced, inwardly.  Pettigrew - and thousands like him - had been yanked out of his pre-war job and involuntarily conscripted into the navy.  The EDF had needed the manpower desperately, and it had the legal authority to draft whoever it needed, but it couldn’t be denied that the impressments had caused all sorts of problems.  Pettigrew’s growing resentment was actually the least of them.  Naomi had heard there were skilled manpower shortages all over the system.  She’d even heard suggestions the human-owned and -operated industries were being deliberately starved of manpower, just to allow the alien-owned combines to compete on even terms.

“My brother says he’ll have to find someone else if I don’t rejoin him soon,” Pettigrew said. He shot her a challenging look.  “Why shouldn’t I desert?”

“Because you’ll be arrested and dumped on Liberty without anyone bothering to court-martial you,” Naomi said, dryly.  “You might have a point, crewman, but that point will be lost if you commit an offense against good order.”

“And the peacocks aren’t helping,” Isabel said.  “That prick upstairs ...”

“Don’t insult the captain in front of me,” Naomi said sharply, cutting the younger woman off before she could say something dangerous.  Everyone knew the bulkheads had ears.  The Alphans didn’t have a concept of privacy and didn’t expect their human subjects to have one either.  “If you have a valid complaint, make it.”

“We’re fed up,” Thompson said, glaring at Isabel.  “Commander, we didn’t sign up for the long haul.  We knew we’d be retained if war broke out, and it did, but the war is over now.  We should be discharged ...”

“Or given shore leave, at the very least,” Isabel put in. “Commander, we’re worn down as well as fed up.  It’s only a matter of time before someone makes a deadly mistake and blows the entire ship to atoms.”

Naomi nodded, keeping her face expressionless.  The hell of it was that they had a point.  The crew had been retained, even after the war.  And there had been no shore leave ... there hadn’t even been any hazard pay.  The bureaucrats hadn’t bothered to think, as always, before they ordered the navy to retain its people.  They could have solved half the problems if they’d bothered to exercise their brains and realise that discontent would spread rapidly.  Or simply offered extra pay to anyone willing to stay.  In these times, the navy was actually a pretty good employer.

“We’re orbiting Earth, not some godforsaken outpost along the border,” Pettigrew snapped.  “They could easily give us a couple of weeks off before we resume our patrol!”

“Yes, they could,” Naomi said, although she wasn’t so sure.  The official newscasts from Earth were rosy, but she’d heard - through the grapevine - that the security system was deteriorating rapidly.  Too many people had suddenly found themselves out of work, too many people had suddenly found themselves desperately short of money ... too many politicians were trying to make hay while the fields burned down.  “And I will suggest as much to the captain.”

“That peacock,” Isabel snapped.  “Commander ...”

Thompson elbowed her, hard.  Naomi gritted her teeth and pretended not to notice.  The captain wouldn’t understand the context, if he heard a junior crewman had insulted him.  He’d want Isabel flogged ... Naomi wondered, grimly, if she could convince the captain that discharging the younger woman would be a suitable punishment.  She’d never liked the idea of flogging a grown adult.  She would do everything she could to ensure it didn’t happen.

“The captain will take your words under advertisement,” she said.  “For the moment ...”

She looked from face to face, trying to gauge how serious they were about causing real trouble.  Thompson and Pettigrew wanted out.  Isabel ... Naomi wasn’t so sure about Isabel.  The younger woman had potential, but she’d come very close to saying something she couldn’t take back.  The others ... she frowned as she noticed the Humanity League literature someone had tried to hide at the back of the compartment.  That was, technically, banned onboard ship.  Legally, she should confiscate it and arrest whoever had brought it onto the cruiser.  Practically, there was no point.  Political messages spread, whatever the captain and his superiors said.  She’d just make an ass of herself if she tried to stop the message and failed.

“For the moment, I want you to remember that times are not easy for anyone,” she continued.  “I know, it doesn’t feel that way.  I know, you’re thinking how unfair life has been to you over the last two weeks.  But we are doing the best we can.”

“Even a few days off-ship would be good,” Thompson said, shortly.

“I’ll do what I can,” Naomi said.  She hardened her voice.  “And until then, it would make my life a great deal easier if you refrained from holding secretive meetings.  Understand?”

“Yes, Commander,” Thompson said.  

Naomi concealed her relief as she stood, brushed down her uniform and strode out of the compartment without looking back.  They were discontented, but they weren’t mutinous.  Not yet.  It would take something - an incident of some kind, she thought - to turn them to outright mutiny.  Thompson wasn’t stupid.  He’d been in the navy long enough to know that mutiny would lead to total disaster.  Even if they took the ship, where would they go?  There was no way they could get down to Earth with the EDF and the Alphan Picket Squadron bearing down on them.

She kept her back ramrod straight until she reached Officer Country and stepped into her cabin, where she allowed herself to sag and wipe the sweat from her brow.  Thompson wasn’t the only one to feel the crew was being worked to death.  She’d had to break up a dozen fights over the last two months, then issue sharp reprimands to enterprising spacers who’d decided to supplement their wages by selling moonshine.  It wouldn’t have been a problem if crewmen hadn’t started reporting for duty while drunk.  She’d had no end of trouble trying to write creative explanations into the logbook ...

I guess I’m lucky the captain doesn’t bother to follow the log, she mused, as she walked into the washroom and splashed cold water on her face.  I’d be in real trouble if someone more intelligent was posted here.

She shook her head, suddenly feeling very tired.  Things had been better, before the war.  The peacocks - the Alphan officers appointed to the EDF - had been intelligent, capable and very driven, quick to respect their human subordinates.  They spoke English, they often studied human history and they treated humans as close to equal.  But the war had drawn those officers back to the Alphan Navy, their slots filled with stodgy oxygen thieves who didn’t have a gram of imagination between them.  She supposed she was lucky.  Her CO was merely lazy and disconnected.  She’d heard there were others who were sadistic, cruel and generally unpleasant.

Her lips quirked as she lifted her head and stared into the mirror.  Green eyes, short red hair and a pale complexion stared back.  She’d had boyfriends who’d told her she was pretty, once upon a time, but now there were dark shadows around her eyes and her face was set in a permanently displeased expression.  Thompson was right.  Everyone needed shore leave.  She understood, better than she cared to admit, why otherwise loyal officers and crew might be considering desertion.  They were coming to the end of their rope.  

She walked back into the main cabin, poured a cup of coffee and drank it slowly.  Navy coffee was universally foul, she’d found in a lifetime of service, but it did keep her awake.  She wasn’t getting anything like enough sleep.  She wasn’t even getting a few hours of rest and relaxation.  She finished her coffee, put the mug aside and surveyed her tiny metal box.  The bulkheads looked to be looming closer.  She knew it was an illusion - the bulkheads were older than her great-grandfather - but it was alarmingly persistent.  She’d been in the cabin too long.

The intercom bleeped.  “Commander,” Captain Nobunaga said.  “Report to my office at once.”

“Yes, Captain,” Naomi said.  “I’m on my way.”

She checked her appearance in the mirror - Captain Nobunaga had a habit of reprimanding officers for their uniforms, while ignoring or overlooking more serious issues - then strode from the cabin and up to the captain’s office.  It should have been right next to the bridge, but Captain Nobunaga had insisted on occupying the room next to his suite and converting it into his workplace.  Naomi wasn’t sure what the Alphan did all day.  She was his XO, true, but she seemed to be doing half his duties as well as her own.  He certainly wasn’t socialising with the crew, even his servants.  Perhaps he had a sexbot in his cabin.  She smirked at the thought, then schooled her expression into calm impassivity.  Captain Nobunaga had never learnt to read human faces, but there was no point in taking risks.  

The marine on duty outside the office ran a scanner over her body, then opened the hatch and motioned for her to enter.  Naomi nodded her thanks as she stepped into the warm chamber, feeling her skin prickle as dry air washed over her face.  The Alphan homeworld was hotter and drier than Earth, although they had no trouble coping with colder temperatures.  Captain Nobunaga had tried to insist the entire ship be matched to his homeworld, but someone higher up the chain - Naomi had no idea who - had had a word with him and he’d dropped the request.  Naomi wished she knew who to thank.  The crew would have crossed the line into open mutiny if they were sweating as well as everything else.

“Captain,” she said, lowering her eyes and dropping to her knees, sinking into the posture of respect.  “You summoned me?”

She felt an odd little chill run down her spine as Captain Nobunaga studied her thoughtfully.  She was no xenophobe - she’d served on a dozen multiracial and multicultural starships and stations - but the Alphans had always worried her.  Perhaps it was just the simple fact that their slightest wish was everyone else’s sternest command.  They ruled a vast swathe of the known universe and never let anyone forget it.  A word from Captain Nobunaga could propel her career into orbit or send her crashing down to Earth - or Liberty.

He was unusually short for an Alphan, but still taller than she was.  He wore a simple harness and pants, decorated in a style that marked him as outrageously rich and well-connected even by Galactic standards.  Naomi had a private suspicion he was actually the black sheep of the family, as his connections should have been more than enough to enter the Alphan Navy at a very high level.  Or so she’d been told.  Family relationships among the Alphans were hideously complex.  It was possible he was actually quite poor by their standards, but - as long as he was well away from Capital - he could pretend to be rich.

“Commander,” Captain Nobunaga said.  “You may rise.”

Naomi stood, carefully staring at his leathery neck.  Direct eye contact was rude amongst the Alphans, unless one was addressing a social equal.  And, no matter her rank, Captain Nobunaga would never see her as an equal.  He would never invite her to join his social network, he would never socialise with her ... he would never do anything for her, unless it benefited him in some way.

“The Viceroy is returning to Earth next week,” Captain Nobunaga said, as if he expected her to know the Viceroy had left Earth.  “We will be part of his reception committee.”

“Yes, sir,” Naomi said.

“You will see to it that the hull is clean and shiny,” Captain Nobunaga said.  “And painted in my colours, of course.”

“Of course,” Naomi echoed.  The Viceroy wouldn’t notice, unless he deigned to inspect Washington personally, but Captain Nobunaga wouldn’t thank her for pointing it out.  “I’ll see to it immediately.”

“Very good,” Captain Nobunaga said.  “Dismissed.”

Naomi bent into the posture of respect.  “If I may, My Captain ...?”

Captain Nobunaga sounded displeased.  “You may.”

“The crew is tired and worn,” Naomi said.  “And we’re already earmarked for patrol duties one month from today.  Please, could I arrange a shore leave period for them before we depart?”

“The ship has to be ready to depart on time,” Captain Nobunaga said.  “You may not.”

“The ship will not be ready to depart if the crew isn’t ready,” Naomi said.  She kept her face expressionless, despite her anger and despair.  “Captain, with all due respect, they need shore leave.”

“They can go virtual,” Captain Nobunaga pointed out.  “Your human desires” - he managed to load the word with a staggering amount of contempt - “will be satisfied by illusionary realities.”

“They won’t,” Naomi said.  She’d kept a wary eye on the growing number of crewmen using - and abusing - the VR facilities.  So far, no one seemed to have crossed the line into addiction.  She had a feeling that was going to change.  “Captain, virtual realities are not real.”

“But good enough,” Captain Nobunaga said.  “They can have a day on Luna, if they must.”

He waved a hand towards the hatch.  “Dismissed.”

Naomi bowed deeper, then backed out of the cabin.  She didn’t rise until the hatch was firmly closed.  Her former commanders would never have been so dismissive of her concerns.  They understood their human subordinates weren’t machines, that even real machines needed to be maintained regularly in order to keep functioning.  She wondered, sourly, if she should send one of them a message.  The EDF needed those officers if it was to continue to function properly.  Thompson and his friends wouldn’t be the only human crewmen considering desertion - or mutiny.

She turned and strode down the corridor, feeling the marine’s eyes on her retreating behind.  The rumour would be out, sooner rather than later, that the captain hadn’t been generous ... she was tempted to turn and tell the Marine to keep his mouth shut, but it wouldn’t matter.  They’d know the truth the moment the shore leave roster was posted.  Or wasn’t posted, as the case might be.

And all hell will break loose when the crew realises they’re not going to get a break, she thought, as she reached the etching of George Washington outside the bridge.  And we might have a real mutiny on our hands.

She studied the etching for a long moment.  The Humanity League and the Renaissance Faire had pressed for warships to be named after human heroes, insisting the EDF should do honour to humanity’s past.  They’d been surprised, no doubt, when the Alphans had raised no objection to naming a warship Washington.  George Washington had led a successful war of independence, after all.  It was hardly the sort of thinking the Alphans wanted to encourage.

Except they destroyed Washington, DC, when they invaded Earth, she reminded herself, morbidly.  It isn’t an honour.  It’s a subtle threat.
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Chapter Three


Pournelle Shipyards, Sol Asteroid Belt
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It was said, in all the party broadcasts and broadsheets, that Speaker Abraham Douglas travelled alone.  It was not entirely true, as Abraham himself would happily testify, but he saw no need to travel with a small army of aides, assistants, gofers and servants.  The Alphans might enjoy showing their wealth and power by never going anywhere alone; Abraham preferred to go the other way and make a point of not hiring people just to prove he could do it.  And besides, he’d been in politics long enough to know that every new hire was a potential security risk.

He sat in his chair and watched through the starship’s sensors as she made her way through the security perimeter and into the Pournelle Shipyards.  The Alphans had poured scorn on the design, when they’d first seen it, and declined to invest, but the Human Assembly had seen the potential and poured a considerable sum of money into the project.  And it had paid off.  The dispersed shipyard might look scattered and disorganised, compared to the giant assemblies near Capital, but they were more efficient.  They represented the key to the future, he’d argued.  He was pleased to discover he’d been right.

His eyes tracked a handful of freighters - and a new-build cruiser - as they were put through their paces.  The ships wouldn’t win any design awards - they were starkly functional, compared to starcruisers and warcruisers - but they were remorselessly practical.  They might lack the advanced tech of their alien counterparts, yet they were cheap, effective and - above all - easy to repair.  The Pournelle Shipyards had pioneered modular design, working hard to make sure their ships and starship components were perfectly interchangeable.  It took the Alphans years to repair a damaged warcruiser.  Their human counterparts could be back in action within a month.

Perhaps, he reminded himself.  The ships are also more fragile than their warcruiser counterparts.

He looked up as Rachel Grant, his aide, entered the compartment.  Rachel was the only person he truly considered a travelling companion, the only person he trusted to put his interests - and those of the league - ahead of everything else.  There were too many factions within the Humanity League for his peace of mind, ranging from groups that feared the worst if they pushed too hard to forces that wanted an immediate declaration of independence and a war if the Alphans refused to abandon Earth.  Abraham was grimly aware that his position was nowhere near as solid as he would have liked.  He had to maintain a balancing act between pushing for more autonomy and not demanding something that might drive both the aliens themselves and their human loyalists into mounting a crackdown.

“Sir,” Rachel said.  She was a tall woman in her early thirties, with long brown hair that fell to her waist.  If she had any hobbies beyond serving the cause, Abraham had never found them.  “We just received an update on the Steven Whitmore case.”

Abraham nodded, curtly.  Steven Whitmore was a known member of Direct Action, the hardline political pressure group that had - so far - managed to stay on the right side of the law.  He’d expected something to happen ever since Direct Action broke away from the Humanity League, perhaps a ban on the group’s existence and involuntary emigration for any of its members who didn’t get the message.  He hadn’t expected Whitmore to be busted under the Empire’s moral laws.  Indeed, it had happened in a manner that made it impossible to tell if Whitmore was genuinely guilty or if he’d been framed.

“Our sources within the EIS confirmed that Whitmore was busted for possession of pornographic material,” Rachel said.  “However, none of it was actually illegal and ... well, it represented all manner of legal porn.  There was no rhyme or reason to the collection.”

“Odd,” Abraham mused.  “And we have no way to know if it was a frame-up.”

“Or a plan to embarrass the government,” Rachel agreed.  “Or ... sir, for all we know Whitmore could actually be guilty.”

“Of collecting porn,” Abraham said.  It was legal, but distasteful.  “Has there been anything from Direct Action?”

“Not yet,” Rachel said.  “It sounds as if they were caught by surprise.”

“Yeah.”  Abraham considered it for a long moment.  “The peacocks wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between different kinds of porn, would they?”

Rachel shrugged.  Abraham understood.  The Alphans didn’t really have a concept of pornography.  They’d been bemused when they’d discovered that humans did.  The whole concept sounded absurd to them, just as some of their quirks baffled their human subjects.  If it was a frame-up, planned by someone on the Viceroy’s staff, they might have provided Whitmore with all manner of porn without realising they were scattering their fingerprints on the plot.  Or Whitmore could just be a colossal pervert.  Abraham had been in politics long enough to know that some politicians had no qualms about abusing their positions.

“Keep me informed,” he said, finally.  A low quiver ran through the ship as she docked with the shipyard.  “We’ll pick up the affair when we get home.”

He wondered, sometimes, what his famous ancestor - and namesake - would have thought of Earth’s alien masters.  The Alphans weren’t cruel and sadistic, by and large, but they were very definitely the people in charge.  Abraham was honest enough to admit the Alphans had done a lot of good for humanity, yet they’d also done a great deal of harm.  He’d once had dreams of rising to the top.  Cold experience had taught him that, as long as humans remained subordinate to alien masters, that would never happen.  He didn’t want total independence, not really.  He just wanted to be able to stand face to face with an Alphan and look him in the eye.

The gravity shifted, slightly, as they disembarked from the starship and passed through a brief security scan.  The shipyards hadn’t been targeted during the war, but it was only a matter of time.  Direct Action was already talking about open war - foolish, given the existence of literally millions of loyalists - and there were alien races beyond the border who’d be happy to go fishing in troubled waters.  Abraham had heard all sorts of rumours, from humans being hired as mercenaries to alien operatives disguising themselves as humans and landing on human-dominated worlds.  He was fairly sure most of the rumours were nonsense, but it was hard to be sure.  The universe was a very strange place.  Even the Alphans conceded there were mysteries beyond their ken.

And anyone who wanted to cause trouble could just hire humans to do it, he mused, as they were shown into a large conference chamber.  There’s no shortage of people willing to sell their grandmothers for enough cash to survive the next few months.

“Speaker,” Martin Solomon said.  The Director and CEO of the Pournelle Shipyards Corporation nodded politely, rather than dropping into the posture of respect.  “Thank you for coming.”

Abraham nodded.  They were old friends, although they’d gone in different directions after graduating from university.  Abraham had set out to become a lawyer, then a politician; Solomon had set out to build a corporation that could compete with the interstellar combines and largely succeeded.  Abraham had tried hard to convince him to join the Humanity League, although Solomon preferred to keep his distance.  The Alphans could crush his corporation if they chose to boycott it.

“You look older,” Solomon said.  “The wig does nothing for you.”

“And the lack of hair does nothing for you,” Abraham countered.  He wasn’t a paid-up member of the Renaissance Faire, but he styled himself in a manner he thought his ancestor would appreciate.  “Why did you shave yourself?”

“Hair isn’t always an advantage out here, as you know,” Solomon said.  He gestured to the seats.  “Please, sit.  I’ll have coffee served in a moment.”

“No hurry,” Abraham said.  “How are matters out here?”

Solomon looked pained.  “They would be better without political interference, I’ll tell you that for free,” he said.  “This place - and the others like it - could transform the galaxy, if they let it happen.”

Abraham nodded.  There was no need to ask who they were.  “How bad is it?”

“Pretty bad,” Solomon commented.  “I don’t know if it’s deliberate, Fred, but it’s pretty damn bad.”

A servant entered, carrying a tray of coffee and biscuits.  He placed it on the table, nodded politely to Solomon and retreated as silently as he’d come.  Abraham glanced at the hatch as it closed, then rested his hands on the table.  Solomon poured the coffee, placed a biscuit beside each cup and saucer and then handed it round.  Abraham kept
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