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PROLOGUE

Top Secret—Eyes Only

Intelligence Report

Federal Colony Alpha-2

(Informally designated “Haven” by its inhabitants)

Epsilon Eridani II

Summary of Findings

Alpha-2 is the second major colony established by Federal America. It is currently the most populated extraterrestrial world, not only among Federal America’s colonies, but those of any Earth power. Its GCP is nearly twice that of any other colony planet.

Initial colonization began sixty-one years ago with three separate corporate-sponsored expeditions. The colony, privately managed for its first twenty years of existence, was subsequently nationalized along with the entirety of the corporate ownership at the end of the Great Civil War. Colonization has continued since that time under federal settlement directives, including various incentives to encourage resettlement of undesirable terrestrial societal groups.

While a federal governor was assigned shortly after the takeover, the initial colonial constitution was allowed to remain largely in effect until two years ago, when it was terminated as part of a federal effort to minimize resistance to the takeovers of formerly private colonies. Over the past twenty-six months, the federal senate has passed a series of Acts (fourteen, in fact) pertaining to the operation of the colony and the rights and obligations of the colonists.

The senate actions were initiated largely in response to growing unrest and acts of civil disorder. However, all indications show they have failed to curtail such activities and, in fact, have only served to stir additional resistance and resulted in a marked increase in seditious incidents (more on this below).

ASSESSMENT OF PLANETARY WEALTH AND STRATEGIC VALUE

The mining operations established by the initial corporate sponsors have operated under the control of the Federal Resource Bureau since nationalization. The mines themselves have been staffed primarily by convicts offered reduced terms or commutation of death sentences in exchange for service on Alpha-2 and subsequent residency there after release.

Alpha-2 is a world rich in vital resources and a major source of revenue and precious minerals for Federal America, constituting 29 percent of the nation’s total mineral wealth, and over 51 percent of the vital ores obtained from extraterrestrial sources. This makes the planet Federal America’s most valuable colony by a considerable margin, and estimates place the percentage of federal GNP derived directly and indirectly from Alpha-2 at 11.3 percent. As such, the colony is deemed vital to the interests of Federal America, and the maintenance of order there to be a primary national interest.

ANALYSIS OF SUBVERSIVE ACTIVITY

As noted, Alpha-2 has exhibited increasing amounts of seditious activity over the past ten years, with a sharp acceleration in the incidence of unrest occurring over the most recent thirty months. Production and revenue have begun to be affected, and the first outright reductions in both categories have manifested in the most recent year. Frontier Command increased the security garrisons by 80 percent one year ago. This action has proven to be inadequate to arrest the accelerating decline in conditions, however.

There has been a subsequent correlation with the growing civil disobedience and the substantial increase in smuggling activity over the past twenty-four Earth months. We believe that the unauthorized goods include large amounts of illegal weaponry, obtained on both the black market and from rival Earth powers. These have, in turn, been delivered to proto-rebel cells that have proliferated around the major population centers.

Efforts to infiltrate and expose rebel groups have been largely unsuccessful, and losses among field operatives assigned to undercover operations have been high.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Prompt remediation of the situation on Alpha-2 is considered of extreme importance if open rebellion is to be prevented. Law and order must be imposed on the populace with considerable force, and seditious individuals must be identified and arrested. We must establish greater federal control on economy activity and the ongoing surveillance program must be strengthened. Specific recommendations include:

1.     The immediate suspension of the planetary constitution and the implementation of limited martial law until further notice, to include customary measures such as curfews and the limitation of public assemblies.

2.     The immediate appointment of a federal observer with full power to supersede the authority of the planetary governor in all matters involving security and the suppression of revolt.

3.     An immediate 200 percent increase in the number of federal troops deployed to Alpha-2, and a transfer of authority from Frontier Command to the federal observer.

4.     The institution of a complete planetary blockade and the implementation of substantially harsher penalties for smuggling activities, especially those involving weapons and ordnance. A planetwide supplementary tax on Alpha-2 is proposed to fund the cost of deploying naval squadrons to the system.

5.     The immediate implementation of increased intelligence activity, including unrestricted search and surveillance authority by the federal observer and any designated subordinates. The rights against search and seizure previously carried over from the original planetary constitution to be terminated immediately.

6.     The federal observer should be given the authority to institute summary judgments and forgo or overrule trials in cases deemed to address security matters.

7.     The implementation of a program of censorship, affecting all media outlets, communication systems, and information transit hubs planetwide. Federal observer to be given power to institute a full government takeover of all affected systems at his/her sole discretion.

SUMMARY OF CONCLUSIONS

Alpha-2 is crucial colony, and its production and revenues are of considerable importance to Federal America. Additionally, as the single largest and most prominent settled planet, events on Alpha-2 are likely to influence inhabitants on other federal colonies, possibly promoting the spread of seditious and treasonous activity far beyond the Epsilon Eridani system. Clearly, there is significant danger in allowing the instability on Alpha-2 to continue or to spread.

Additionally, there is considerable concern that both the Eurasian Union and the Pacific Hegemony would provide clandestine support to any nascent rebel movement (if they aren’t already), and in the event of measurable success by revolutionary forces, even an open alliance—one that could easily lead to war on Earth.

It is therefore essential to prevent any rebellion before it occurs and to restore Alpha-2 to compliance with federal regulations and standards, by whatever means necessary.





CHAPTER 1

FREE TRADER VAGABOND

APPROACHING ALPHA-2 COLONY (HAVEN)

EPSILON ERIDANI II

“Captain, I’m picking up a high energy reading. It’s about ninety thousand kilometers ahead, and—”

“Scanners off. Engines full stop.” Sasha Nerov cut off her first officer, snapping out the order in a tone that left no doubt about its urgency. Nerov sat in the less than plush command chair at the center of Vagabond’s cramped control room, her face twisted into a worried grimace. “Shut down the reactor.” She turned and stared at her first officer, her ice blue eyes locked on his in a withering gaze. “Now! Switch to battery power for life support and vital systems.”

Griff Daniels nodded. “Yes, Captain,” he replied nervously as he turned back to his workstation. He leaned forward over the intraship comm and repeated the captain’s commands, nodding quietly to himself as the ship’s engineer acknowledged the instructions. Almost immediately, the near-constant hum of Vagabond’s reactor ceased, leaving an eerie quiet.

Nerov watched her second in command for a few seconds before turning back toward the main viewscreen in front of her. It was a state-of-the-art, high-resolution display, looking a bit out of place surrounded by the dark steel girders and aging conduits. Vagabond was an old ship, dating back to the earliest days of interstellar travel, but Nerov had poured a king’s ransom of smuggling profits into updating her vessel’s key systems, creating a chaotic combination of old and new.

A few more runs as profitable as the last one, and the old girl will be as good as new.

Most of her peers squandered their smuggling gains with an abandon that would have shamed seventeenth century pirates ransacking the brothels and taverns of the Spanish Main, but not Sasha Nerov. Her tastes in recreation tended toward quieter pursuits, and her profits went mostly into her ship—and into well-hidden stashes. Her rainy-day fund.

Right now she was very worried about storm clouds.

Vagabond wasn’t a match for a frontline warship in combat, of course, and it was far from a comfortable vessel for those who lived aboard, but its ECM and scanning suites were top of the line. And its engines were a match even for a federal craft. So while Vagabond couldn’t fight a federal frigate with any hope of victory, she had at least some chance—albeit a small one—of running away from one.

But it was better to just not get caught, and that’s why Nerov had shut down the engines.

“Passive scanners on full,” she said, her eyes fixed on the blank screen. “Tie in the AI and see what it can do with the incoming data.” She knew they were too far out to get much from the passive sensors, but running the active suite was essentially lighting a flare to anyone out there.

If they haven’t picked us up already . . .

Nerov sat straight up in her chair, giving her crew the image of the fearless captain she knew they needed. But inside her stomach was clenched in a knot. She didn’t have anything concrete, but she knew that was a federal frigate out there. She could feel it. And that was bad news. Especially since her cargo hold was full of weapons . . . and especially since those guns and ammunition were illegal and bound for the antigovernment forces on Haven.

“Passive scanners activated, Captain. We have limited readings at this range, but the AI is chewing on it.”

Nerov opened her mouth, but she closed it again without speaking. She wanted to give the order to bolt, to engage the engines at full and run like hell. But she knew that was at best a gamble, and probably a worse one than staying put. Vagabond had maybe a fifty-fifty chance of getting away from a frigate, but that mostly depended on factors out of her control, things like how sharp a captain and crew she was facing. And she had to admit, as much as the federal navy was her adversary, it was a capable outfit, and most of its officers were combat veterans. No, she wouldn’t run. Not yet. Her best bet right now was lying low, making like a hole in space and hoping to go unnoticed.

That, and praying.

“Captain . . .” Daniels turned toward Nerov. The bridge lights were dimmed, part of the energy reduction program to extend the ship’s battery life, but she saw the concern on his face through the dark shadows. “It definitely looks like a federal ship,” he continued. “A frigate, I’d bet. It’s firing at another vessel . . .”

Nerov nodded, but she didn’t reply. She’d been hearing rumors for months now that the federal navy intended to institute a blockade of Haven.

I guess I can upgrade that from rumor status.

She sighed softly. She’d known for a long time that things were bad on the troubled colony world—hell, you generally didn’t need to smuggle weapons onto a world that was stable. But the unrest had been growing for years now, and there were secret groups all over the planet, plotting and scheming. Preparing for rebellion. And the latest increase in federal levies stationed there had only poured gas on a smoldering fire.

But a blockade? She had an idea of what it cost to station a naval squadron in the system, and if the federals had committed that kind of funding, they were serious about tightening their control. That meant this was a major escalation by the federals, one guaranteed to push the Havenites to the brink of open war. That wasn’t just a guess on her part either—she was acquainted with enough of the independence leaders to know they would not take this lying down.

It didn’t change the fact that she had bills to pay, though.

“Well, it looks like our jobs just got harder, boys.” She glanced around at the three members of her bridge crew as she spoke, trying to sound as calm as she could for their benefit. Her people were experienced, so at least they had that going for them. But this was a very different situation than they’d been dealing with for the last two years. Before today, they had been cleaning up, shipping weapons to the rebels on Haven and making obscene profits doing it.

The situation had been nearly perfect. The Eurasian Union and Federal America’s other rivals, anxious for any opportunity to shove a thorn in their adversary’s side, had been more than willing to sell her cutting edge ordnance for a pittance. And she’d had little trouble slipping past the federal customs patrols to deliver those cargoes to her rebel clients, who paid exorbitant prices for her smuggled goods. She’d almost felt guilty about charging so much.

Almost.

It had been a milk run, the easiest money she and her people had ever made. But she suspected things had just become far more problematic. Slipping past a revenue cutter or two was child’s play for a smuggler as capable as Nerov, but fencing with federal navy frigates was a different game, a far more dangerous one. And she didn’t relish the thought of losing Vagabond and spending the next ten years in a federal penal colony for smuggling.

That is, if they weren’t just blown out of space.

“Captain . . .”

The instant she heard Daniels, she knew something was wrong.

“I think the other ship is Wasp . . .”

Nerov felt a chill run down her spine. Wasp was another smuggler, and her captain was Sergei Brinker, Nerov’s old first officer, gone out on his own six months before.

Sergei . . .

She turned back toward Daniels. “I want that confirmed, Griff.”

“I’m as sure as I can be, Captain. At least without an active scanner pulse.”

“Very well.” Nerov spoke softly, a touch of emotion slipping through her cold veneer. “Maintain status.”

Daniels hesitated. “Ah . . . yes, Captain,” he finally said. Then he added, “Wasp doesn’t have a chance, does it? Not unless . . .”

“Unless what? Unless we go barging in there and fire on a federal frigate?” Her voice had more edge than she’d intended. She just hated the idea of watching someone she knew, someone she cared about, get arrested by the federals. But her first responsibility was to her own ship and crew. And Wasp and Vagabond together were still no match for a federal frigate, at least not without an element of surprise they wouldn’t have.

Nerov was glaring at her exec, but he didn’t respond. Not that she expected him to—what could he possibly say? He just nodded slowly and turned back to his workstation.

Nerov fidgeted nervously in her chair. She knew Daniels hadn’t deserved to be the target of her angst. It’s just that she was worried about Brinker and his people. Wasp’s captain was a free spirit, a man who despised rules and authority. She couldn’t imagine what ten years in a federal prison camp would do to him. Every fiber in her being was pushing her to intervene, to throw Vagabond into the ≠encounter and fight it out. But she couldn’t. She wouldn’t. Her crew came first, and she couldn’t toss away their lives on a fool’s errand. No, she couldn’t help Wasp. All she could do was watch and hope the smuggler managed to escape. Somehow.

Come on, Sergei. Make a run for it. You can make it . . .

But she didn’t really believe it.

“Maintain pursuit, Lieutenant. All batteries lock on target.” Captain Gregory Jacobs spoke coldly, precisely. He stared out over Condor’s bridge, watching his veteran crew working with the precision he had taught them. Condor was a celebrated vessel, one of the navy’s best. She had served with distinction in the last war, and her crew had received over a dozen citations for bravery and exemplary conduct in the face of the enemy.

And now we’re police, chasing smugglers around one of our own colonies . . .

It was a bitter pill to swallow, an assignment Jacobs found distasteful and beneath the dignity of this ship. But orders were orders, and Jacobs and his people were creatures of duty. They didn’t have to like their new posting, but they would obey commands to the last, every one of them.

And Jacobs himself would throw anyone who didn’t out of the airlock.

“Yes, Captain. The vessel is attempting to flee, but we are maintaining contact.” Lieutenant Merrill snapped out his report with precision, and with only the slightest twinge of the sullen dissatisfaction that had clung to most of the crew’s words since they’d arrived in the Epsilon Eridani system. Merrill was a long service veteran, and he’d served under Jacobs since before the war. He was as rigidly career navy as his captain, meaning he would perform without question, and yet was able to let his tone convey all the displeasure he could without being insubordinate. “Weapons are charged and ready, Captain . . . and locked on.”

Jacobs took a deep breath, pushing aside the hesitation creeping into his mind. His people were professional military, sworn to fight Federal America’s foreign enemies. He didn’t like firing on a civilian vessel, even one suspected of engaging in illegal activity. But he’d ordered the ship to disengage its engines and submit to inspection of its cargo holds. Three times. And his commands had been met with total silence. He had no choice.

“All batteries open fire. Target their engines.” Jacobs knew the range was too great for precision shooting, but he said it anyway. It made him feel better.

“Yes, Captain.” A few seconds later Jacobs heard the familiar hum of Condor’s laser cannons firing.

“Stay sharp,” Jacobs said. “They may turn and try to fight.” He knew that was unlikely. The freighter—and at this point he had no doubt it was a smuggler’s vessel—was undoubtedly armed, but even so, it was no match for Condor. Still, desperation could make even a wild gamble seem sensible . . . and he hadn’t brought his ship through a dozen battles and six years of war by being careless.

“Yes, Captain. All scanners are on full. They’re still trying to get away. No indication they intend to turn and give battle.”

“Stay with her, Lieutenant. And maintain fire.” Condor was still at long range, which meant a hit would require a considerable amount of luck. Still, the frigate had four main batteries, and as long as they didn’t lose their target, they would almost certainly score a certain number of hits. Given time, it was simple mathematics.

“Yes, Captain.” An instant later: “Sir, the target is increasing the range. Readings suggest they’ve got their reactor at 110 percent, with all power going to the engines.”

“Increase thrust to flank, Lieutenant.”

“Increasing to flank, sir. All batteries maintaining fire.”

“Very well, Lieutenant.” Jacobs took a deep breath. Even with Condor’s force dampeners working on maximum, the g-forces would be uncomfortable at full thrust.

He stared straight ahead, trying to maintain his focus. But his mind drifted, and he found himself hoping the target wasn’t carrying a shipment of illegal weapons. He had orders to carry out in that eventuality, too, a directive that weighed heavily on his warrior’s honor. But Gregory Jacobs knew only one way. And that was to follow his orders, regardless of how he felt about them. Or how much they turned his stomach.

“Let’s keep it together, people.” Sergei Brinker knew his ship was in trouble, that his people were fast running out of options. But letting his crew lose heart wouldn’t improve things. And Brinker wasn’t ready to give up. However hopeless things looked.

And they looked pretty hopeless since a pair of laser hits had knocked out Wasp’s engines.

“Yes, Captain, but . . .”

“No buts, Chuck. Let’s get everybody armed. They’ve got us dead in space, and that means they’ll be boarding anytime now. We’ve got to hold them off, long enough at least for Rich and his crew to get the engines back online. Then we can make a run for it.”

It was sheer bravado on his part. Rich Tomlinson was a gifted engineer, one Brinker knew he was lucky to have. But he was just as aware that the federal frigate’s laser blasts had turned Wasp’s engines into a pile of half-melted junk. It would be a miracle if Tomlinson could get so much as a puff of thrust from the savaged wreck, and that meant finding enough power to get away from the federal ship was a pipe dream. Still, Brinker wasn’t the type to give up, not until he was completely out of options. He knew he was close to that, but not quite there.

Not yet.

“Yes, Cap.” Chuck Poole had been the first to sign on to Wasp’s crew, and he was completely loyal to Brinker. But loyalty and stupidity weren’t the same thing, and he clearly saw the writing on the wall. Still, he opened the weapons locker. He reached inside and grabbed an assault rifle, passing it to Brinker. Then he grabbed another half dozen or so and turned, handing them out to the five men and two women standing in Wasp’s cramped corridor.

“Okay, let’s get in position.” Brinker reached out and took an ammunition pouch from Poole as he spoke, pulling out a cartridge and slamming it in place. “They’ll most likely dock somewhere along the aft hold, where the hull is thinnest. So, that’s where we’ll wait for them.” Wasp had a crew of fourteen, but four of those were working on the engines, and Lynch was still on the bridge, ready to blast away at full if the repair crew somehow managed to restore full thrust. That left nine of them to protect the ship, to beat back the federal shock troops who would soon be pouring through the ship’s breached hull. And even a small frigate carried four squads of fully armed assault troops. Thirty-two soldiers plus a lieutenant in command.

Against nine of us.

He trotted down the corridor, ducking every few steps to avoid a conduit or low-hanging support. Wasp hadn’t been built for comfort, that much was obvious. A small trading vessel, she’d had an unremarkable career hauling ores . . . at least before Brinker upgraded the engines and scanner suite and launched her on a new career as a smuggler’s vessel. The upgrades increased the ship’s speed and ECM capabilities considerably, but they didn’t make her any bigger. And what space she had was dedicated to holding cargo, not to spacious hallways and comfortable lodgings for her crew.

Comfort was definitely the last thing on his mind right now.

Brinker glanced behind him as he turned a corner. His people were scared shitless, he knew that much. But they were all still with him. He could feel the defiance they had managed to work up, and he knew they’d put up a fight. He also knew, though, they were outgunned and, while he was ready to fight to the death himself—anything was preferable to a decade or more in a federal prison—he wasn’t prepared to throw away the lives of his crew. If the federals got a foothold on Wasp, the battle would be lost. The only hope was keeping the boarders pinned down, unable to press forward deeper into the ship. Maybe he could trap them somewhere, take them hostage and negotiate with the federals. It was a desperate plan, but it was all he had.

And with a couple squads of fully armed shock troops that isn’t going to happen.

He’d already decided. If the enemy got substantial forces aboard, he would surrender before he’d allow his people to be gunned down in a hopeless fight. The thought of a long prison sentence for smuggling horrified him, more even than death, but he told himself ten years wasn’t forever. Most of his people were under thirty-five. They could serve their time and still have productive lives when they got out. Even if opportunities for ex-convicts were rare in Federal America.

It beats being dead.

He heard a loud noise, a clang followed by a long creaking sound. He stopped and turned abruptly. “Down there,” he said, trying to sound calm as he pointed along the corridor. “Everybody grab some cover.” Again, though, with the cramped interior of Wasp, that was easier said than done. A few of his people opened doors and slipped inside the compartments, leaning out just enough to point their rifles down the corridor. The rest crouched behind structural supports or whatever other equipment was jutting out into the hallway. It was far from a strong defensive position, but any cover was better than nothing.

“And remember, we’re looking to pin them down, not kill anybody.” Gunning down federal shock troops was a good way to upgrade a ten-year sentence for smuggling to a trip to the scaffold. Assuming the rest of the federals didn’t just gun all his people down in revenge, that is.

The noise grew louder and steadier, and then a section of the hull glowed orange for a few seconds before it was blasted into the corridor. There was a pause, probably only a few seconds, though it felt like an eternity to Brinker as he waited for enemy troops to drop down into the corridor. But nothing happened.

A few seconds later he heard a loud crack, followed by another . . . and another. An explosion rocked the corridor. Then a second one. Stun grenades, he thought as he fell to the ground, his rifle slipping from his hand and clanging against the metal of the deck.

We didn’t even hold them for ten seconds . . .

Then everything went dark.

Brinker stood just inside Wasp’s small wardroom, now hastily converted to a makeshift brig. Eleven of his people were penned in the tiny space with him, far more than the four or five it was designed to hold. Still, Brinker couldn’t help but wish two more were crammed in the tight quarters. Nills and Cortez. He’d been disoriented when he first woke up, and it took him several minutes to clear his head and figure out which of his people were missing. He’d hoped the two men had just been wounded, that they were someplace being treated for their injuries. But that thought had been short-lived. Several of the others had seen what happened.

Cortez had ducked behind a bulkhead, largely escaping the effect of the stun grenades. He managed to get off half a dozen rounds, and hit one of the federals in the arm. At that point, the invaders returned fire, and he took a dozen shots to the head and body. He was dead before he hit the ground.

Nills had recovered while the federals were still dragging the crew members to the wardroom. He made a grab for one of their weapons, but he wasn’t fast enough. There were several versions of the story making the rounds, ranging from the federal shooting him in self-defense to a cold-blooded execution. Brinker knew things like that morphed with each retelling, but all that mattered to him now was the one consistent vein in each story: Layne Nills was dead.

Brinker put his hand on his head. The aftereffects of the stun grenades weren’t pleasant, and the headache he had almost defied description. But the pain of losing two crew members was worse, all the more because he blamed himself.

I should have surrendered. I knew we had no chance. But I had to put up a fight . . . a fight we couldn’t win. Damn, I’m so stupid. I convinced myself we could hold out, at least for a while. But against federals? Fucking delusional. They swatted us away like so many flies. And now Nills and Cortez are dead.

He moved toward the door—and found that to be a challenge. He’d twisted his knee when he fell, and there was a sharp pain in his leg with every step he took. He tried his best to ignore it. He was determined to speak with the federal commander. He’d gotten two of his people killed, but now he was going to do what he could for the rest of his crew. Maybe, just maybe, he could convince the feds the crew was innocent, that they had all believed Wasp was carrying a legitimate cargo. Deep down he knew it was hopeless—the federals wouldn’t care, and by the laws of Federal America, simply being a member of the crew constituted guilt—but he was grasping for anything right now.

Hell, doing something was better than just waiting for their fate. Maybe that explained his idiotic decision to try to put up a stand—

Suddenly, the door slid open, and two federal shock troopers came in, one of them with what Brinker recognized as a noncom’s stripes on his arm. They stared at Wasp’s crew for a second, and then the corporal said, “Let’s go, one at a time. Form up in single file in the corridor.” He turned and looked toward Brinker. “You first,” the soldier said, pointing at Wasp’s captain.

Brinker stared back for a few seconds. “Where are we going?”

The private moved forward and grabbed Brinker’s arm, ignoring the question. “Let’s go,” he said again, pulling hard and shoving toward the door.

The captain fought back the urge to struggle. His pride had already cost his people too much, and now he was resolved to cooperate. “Okay,” he said, biting down on his anger. “I’m coming.”

The soldier loosened his grip slightly, but he still pushed Brinker forward. They moved through the door and down the corridor. Wasp’s captain turned his head and took a look behind as his people were hustled out of the wardroom and into a rough line behind him before the corporal barked, “Face forward!”

The soldiers led them from Wasp’s crew facilities down to the cargo hold, pushing them through the large bay doors once they arrived. One by one, they were lined up against the wall while another group of soldiers, as well as two men in naval uniforms, stood around staring at a row of open shipping crates.

Crates full of assault rifles and grenades.

“Yes, Captain,” one of them said, speaking into a small handheld communicator. “We’ve got at least a thousand guns here, plus ammunition, grenades. Pretty sophisticated stuff. Definitely a gunrunner heading for Alpha-2, sir.”

Brinker felt a cold feeling as reality closed in on him. Smuggling guns carried a mandatory ten-year sentence. Minimum. And his people had resisted, fired on federal soldiers. They hadn’t killed any of them, but that still meant more time, maybe even twenty years total.

He’d been thinking about it all in general terms for the past hour or so, but now it really began to hit home. Federal penal camps were notoriously harsh, with rigid work schedules and brutal discipline. Worse, he was self-aware enough to know he didn’t do well with authority. It would be a challenge for him to hold his defiance in check, to keep his head down and do his time. Because if he didn’t, at the very least he’d see years added to his time. And at the worst . . .

“Yes, sir . . .” The naval officer’s voice was stilted, uncomfortable. “I know, Captain. I understand there is no choice.” Then a pause. “Yes, sir. At once, sir.”

The officer turned toward a noncom clad in black body armor, gesturing toward the prisoners.

“Sir.” The sergeant looked like a grim veteran, but he, too, seemed uncomfortable, and Brinker wondered what was going on. The sergeant paused, just for a few seconds. Then he turned and snapped out a series of orders to the soldiers standing next to him. They formed into a line facing Wasp’s crew.

Brinker watched as the naval officer moved forward, and he felt a wave of nausea as cold realization gripped him. No, it can’t be. Not without even a show trial . . .

“Attention, crew of the freighter Wasp.” The officer’s voice was strong, but somehow brittle, too, despite his best attempts to hide it. Not that Brinker gave a shit about the federal’s discomfort. But he could only stand there as the officer continued. “You are guilty of smuggling weapons to traitorous forces on the federal colony of Alpha-2. Pursuant to Special Order 374-A5, I hereby pronounce a sentence of summary execution, to be carried out immediately.” He sucked in a deep breath as soon as he finished. Then he turned toward the detachment and croaked, “Proceed, Sergeant.”

Brinker stared back in stunned shock. He’d been trying to accept the prison sentence he’d expected, but now these soldiers were going to shoot him . . . and all his people. Right here. Right now. He felt a wave of panic, but fought it down, knowing he somehow had to stand firm. There was nowhere to go, no way to escape. Still, he had to try something. For my crew . . .

“Lieutenant,” he said, staring at the naval officer with as much firmness as he could muster. “My crew knew nothing of the weapons. The cargo was my doing, not theirs.” Brinker knew he was dead, but if there was a chance—any chance—to save his people he had to try.

The soldier in command of the detachment looked at Brinker, but he didn’t respond. He turned and glanced toward the lieutenant, who responded to the look with, “You have your orders, Sergeant.” The lieutenant continued to ignore Brinker, his eyes fixed on the noncom, avoiding eye contact with any of the condemned men and women.

“Yes, sir.” The soldier turned and stared down the line his squad had formed. “Ready,” he said, his tone forced. The soldiers pulled their weapons up, holding them out in front of their bodies.

“Aim.” The sergeant turned and stared back at the lieutenant, his eyes focused on his superior’s, as if begging for a reprieve. But the naval officer simply stared back and nodded grimly.

“No, please . . . please!”

Brinker’s head snapped around, looking to see which of his people had made the futile plea. But he never found out.

“Fire,” the sergeant said, his voice choked with emotion. And his men obeyed, opening up on full auto. The volley was ragged. Some of the soldiers had hesitated, and one or two had failed to fire at all. But when the guns fell silent a few seconds later, the wall and floor of Wasp’s cargo hold were awash with blood.

And every member of her crew was dead.

Sasha Nerov sat in her chair, silently staring at the viewscreen in shock, just like everyone on Vagabond’s bridge. She’d ordered the readings checked three times, but they still told the same story. Wasp was gone, blasted to atoms by the federal ship’s laser cannons.

“Maybe they took the crew back to the frigate . . .” It was Griff Daniels, but it didn’t even sound like he believed what he was saying.

“No,” Nerov said softly. “If the federals had arrested them, they would have needed the ship and cargo for trial.” She was struggling to keep her voice calm, steady. “No . . . they killed them. They killed them all.”

She felt a pang of guilt for not going to Wasp’s aid. Her rational mind tried to fight it, to tell herself it wasn’t her fault. She knew the only thing that would have changed if she’d charged in was that Vagabond would now also be a cloud of plasma, her crew as dead as Wasp’s. She had done her job, kept her people alive. But all she could see was Sergei Brinker’s face, looking back at her with that wide, slightly mischievous smile of his.

She pushed back the sadness, forced herself to focus. Wasp was gone, nothing could change that. Vagabond was her concern, and she knew her ship was still in danger. She wanted to get away from here, to crank the engines up to full power and put thousands of kilometers between her and the debris cloud that had been Wasp. But she knew she couldn’t do that. Not now. Not without putting her people at greater risk.

“We stay right here with all systems shut down until that frigate is long gone. Understood?”

“Yes, Captain.” Daniels turned and stared down at his workstation, his eyes avoiding Nerov’s. “Understood.”

Nerov sat quietly for a few minutes. She had a reputation for coldness, but now she could feel the wave of emotion coming on. She stood up and walked toward the single hatch leading off the bridge. She knew it wasn’t a time for her to leave her post, but she had no intention of allowing her crew to see her lose it. “I’ll be in my quarters. Let me know if anything changes.”

She slipped through the hatch and walked down the corridor, wiping away the tears that began to stream down her face, quickly entering her room and closing the door. She’d always known smuggling was a dangerous business, but understanding that and watching friends die were two different things . . .

“Dammit!”

She’d had her outburst, but now she slammed her discipline down in place, pushing Brinker and his crew out of her mind. She had responsibilities to a live crew: hers. And two things were foremost in her mind.

First, she’d been away from Haven for almost six months. Clearly things had escalated in that time. What was happening down there that could prompt such a draconian policy from the federal forces?

Second, smuggling weapons to the Haven rebels had just become a lot more dangerous.

And third, she had absolutely no idea what she was going to do about it.





CHAPTER 2
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“Hey, Grant, let’s go, man.” Tomas Lopez spoke angrily, his face twisted into a scowl. He held a heavy bar of steel in one hand, and the other was raised above his head, curled into a defiant fist. He stared at Jamie Grant for a few seconds, as though he expected his fellow prisoner to leap up and rush to his side. But Jamie just stood next to the exposed rock wall and looked back.

“C’mon, Grant!” Lopez repeated. “It’s time. We’re shuttin’ down this whole damned mine this time. Ain’t nuthin’ gonna stop us. They won’t have no choice. They’ll have to listen to us when the ore stops flowin’!” Lopez stood about two meters away from his workmate, his grimy coveralls almost black from the ore dust that hung in the very air of the mine. There was rage in his face, and it seemed to radiate all around him.

There was activity everywhere in the massive cavern, and more angry yells. Dozens of mine workers, hundreds perhaps, were streaming away from their workplaces. They almost acted as one, grabbing tools, metal bars, anything that looked remotely like a weapon. They were shouting, a riotous cacophony of rebel slogans along with more generic cries and screams. The sound reverberated off the low ceilings of the tunnel, and Jamie could barely hear his friend’s words over the din.

“Not me, Tomas.” Jamie’s voice was grim, somber. He looked around the mine, feeling a wave of surprise at how many seemed to be joining the instigators. There had been work stoppages before, and a few outright riots, but this looked like something bigger, more dangerous. He felt the urge, just as his comrades did, to strike back against the federals, against the system that had stolen so much of his life. Against the guards who too often took sadistic delight in their work. But he couldn’t. He wouldn’t. There was something more important to him, and he struggled to stay focused on that.

“I’m staying right here,” he said finally. He wanted to go; every fiber in his body was twitching to join the riot. But he fought back against the urge. “I’ve been here twelve years, Tomas. Twelve fucking years. I shoulda been outta this stinking shithole two years already. I can’t afford more trouble.”

Jamie had seen his share of disciplinary actions for sure. He’d been fifteen years old the day he was arrested for the third time. He’d gotten off twice before that with a flogging and a reduction in public assistance, but he’d only stolen food those times. The last time he’d taken money . . . and he’d used it to buy a hit of Blast. It hadn’t been for him, but for his mother. But that hadn’t made any difference.

Alicia Grant was a good-natured woman who’d become addicted to the drug when she’d been issued a month’s supply to deal with her grief after Jamie’s father was killed. Harold Grant had been shot when the federal police cracked down on a street rising. He’d lived for almost two hours, lying bleeding on the pavement, but by the time the authorities got around to the wounded rioters, it was too late.

Jamie’s mother was registered as an addict, and she received government-issued dosages, but South Boston was a rough neighborhood, and her last delivery had been stolen . . . or sold on the black market. She did her best to stretch out what she had left, but she ran out with more than two weeks to go until her next allotment.

Blast was a nasty drug, one notoriously difficult to quit, so much so that the government just gave addicts maintenance doses instead of even attempting rehab. Jamie watched his mother suffer horribly from the withdrawal symptoms, sobbing through the night in constant pain. What he did was done out of desperation. But the magistrate hadn’t cared. Indeed, he had hardly listened to the boy’s pleas and impassioned explanation. His voice had been cold as he sentenced the fifteen-year-old on the spot, barely keeping the boredom from his tone as he did it. He gave Jamie a simple choice: the mandatory life sentence for a third offense . . . or exile to the colonies, and a ten-year term in the mines.

There hadn’t been much to consider, and Jamie agreed on the spot, accepting exile and a decade’s service digging precious ores from the depths of some alien world. At least he had a chance of surviving ten years in one of the mines—30 to 40 percent, one of the court proctors had told him, depending on where he was sent. That was far from reassuring, but a hell of a lot better than going immediately to the scaffold.

He’d said his goodbyes to his mother right in the courtroom, forever, he knew. There was no chance Federal America was going to provide transit home for a con, even if he survived so many years in the mines. Twelve hours after his trial ended he was on a ship blasting out of Earth orbit, curled up along the wall and taking turns sobbing and vomiting from spacesickness.

Twelve years . . . my God, I’ve been here twelve years . . . He had just said it to Lopez, but it suddenly hit him very hard.

“C’mon, Grant.” Lopez’s words pulled Jamie from his thoughts. “You gotta come. We gotta stand together. All of us.” His voice was strained, frustration coming out at Jamie’s refusals.

“No,” Jamie said, his tone stronger, more resolute. “I’ve gotten myself in enough trouble, Tomas. I can’t give them another reason to add years on to my term.”

Jamie Grant had come to Haven full of rage and defiance. And for years he’d stood up to the guards, taken their beatings, and stared icily into the face of the warden and the governor when they’d added years to his sentence. He had survived, as much to spite those who’d sent him to the mines to die as out of any real desire to live. But then he met Damian.

Damian Ward was a veteran, a retired soldier who had accepted a land grant on Haven as his mustering-out bonus and settled there after the war. Damian was an influential citizen, an officer who’d been decorated more than once for valor in combat.

The governor had given Ward a special authorization to hire out a work crew from the prison complex to assist him in getting his farm into full production. Jamie had been assigned, solely by chance, along with a dozen others. He hadn’t complained—it was almost a respite, being sent from the dark, dusty hell of the mine to work outside for a few months. Sure, the work was just as backbreaking, but at least it meant something different. He’d provoked some of his beatings solely to feel anything, to remind himself that he was an actual being and not just a cog in the prison’s machine. So the chance to break the monotony was more than welcome.

Meeting Damian was almost a bonus at that point.

But somehow, against all odds, he and Damian had become friends. And for the first time in his life, Jamie Grant found himself with someone in his corner, a true ally. And also for the first time, he had real hope that the future could hold something better than the poverty and deprivation he’d known all his life.

As long as he kept his head down and stayed out of trouble until his sentence was over, that is.

And he’d done just that, for three years now. He was scheduled for release in two and a half months, and he wasn’t about to do anything to interfere with that. Certainly not get involved in a doomed riot. No matter how much he hated the federals.

“What the fuck, Grant?” Tomas was angry now, and his raised voice was drawing attention from the others. “What are you, some kind of fed sympathizer? Ain’t you one of us no more?”

“Go fuck yourself, Tomas.” Jamie gave his comrade a hard shove, his anger just as real as Lopez’s now. “I’ve done more years in this fucking pit than most of you. And I’ve had more time tacked on to my sentence, too. So don’t give me this fed-lover bullshit.” It was hard enough to stand aside, to bite down on his rage and try to stay out of trouble. He didn’t need an asshole like Tomas Lopez giving him shit.

Especially since there was no point to the rising anyway. No chance of victory.

Jamie knew exactly what was going to happen. Best case, the riot was easily contained, and the miners would be back at work within a matter of hours, battered and still coughing up the last of the stun gas from their lungs. Perhaps they’d be minus a couple of their number, a few of them shot down whether they resisted or as a lesson to the others. And they’d all have an extra six months added to their time on top of the other punitive measures the feds loved so much—ration reductions, extra work periods, and a few beatings for good measure.

Worst case, the uprising actually succeeded enough to scare the governor. If that happened, Jamie knew, a lot of his fellow workers wouldn’t return at all. The reward for their brief success would be a company of security forces encircling the mine and starving them out. Or, if the governor got really nervous, storming the mine and retaking it. Jamie had watched federal forces clear riots before, and it wasn’t something he wanted to see again.

Lopez stared back at Jamie for a second. Then he dropped the metal rod he was carrying and lunged forward, taking a wild swing at his fellow prisoner. It might have surprised him, but Jamie had been in the federal prison for twelve years, and he knew how to take care of himself. It was almost too easy. He stepped quickly to the side, giving Lopez a sharp punch to the gut, one that dropped him where he was standing.

“I don’t want to fight you, Tomas,” he said quietly, staring at the doubled-over figure at his feet. “Do whatever you want, asshole. Get yourself shot—or locked up in here for an extra year or two. Or kill a guard and get yourself snuffed.

“Just stay the fuck away from me.”

Jamie turned back to the rock face and leaned down to pick up his drill, keeping an eye on Lopez as he did.

“You’re a fuckin’ piece of shit, Grant,” Lopez said as he pulled himself up, still gasping for breath as he did. “Fed-lover.” He glared at Jamie, but he didn’t make another move.

Jamie felt the rage trying to bubble over inside him, but he clamped down on it. Still, he could see at least a half dozen of the other miners beginning to gather, to walk in his direction. His brief fight with Lopez had drawn attention he didn’t want.

“Grant, what’s your problem?” It was Ron Gavros, another of the prisoners, one of the few still remaining who’d been there when Jamie had arrived twelve years before. Gavros was one of the instigators of the uprising. He walked over and stopped a little over a meter from Jamie. “I know damned well you hate the stinking feds. You gonna let your friends stand on the front line while you sit here like the little bitch slave they made you?”

Grant sighed and turned around to face the new arrival. “Look, Ron, I don’t want any trouble, okay? I’m less than three months from getting out of here.” He knew as the words came out of his mouth it was the wrong thing to say. Gavros was a lifer, with no hope of release. No hope save for Haven to fall into the fires of revolution and somehow wrest itself free of Federal America.

“So you get out and the hell with the rest of us?” Gavros snapped back. He glanced back at the gathering crowd and then took another step toward Jamie. “Is that what you are now, Grant? A stinking turncoat? A sellout who doesn’t give a shit about his friends?”

Grant set the drill down on the ground next to him. He’d been sure he could handle Lopez easily enough, and most of the others, too, at least one-on-one. But Gavros was big . . . and tough. He’d been forged in this hell even longer than Jamie had, and he’d arrived bigger and nastier to begin with. A fight with him would be deadly serious business. Not to mention the crowd would all be on Gavros’s side.

“Ron, you’ve been here a long time. You know what’s going to happen as well as I do. This uprising isn’t going to accomplish a damned thing other than get a bunch of you killed.” Grant took a breath and stared right at his fellow prisoner. He could see his words weren’t accomplishing anything, either with Gavros or with the others gathered around. “Look,” he said finally, “I’m not in your way. Do what you want. Just leave me out of it, all right? You going to waste all your time down here bitching at me while the feds rush in reinforcements? You want to fight with me or the feds?”

“You suck, Grant.” Gavros stared at Jamie for a few more seconds, his eyes glittering with rage. But there was something else there, too, a distraction. Jamie saw that his last comment had scored some points.

“Fuck this fed-lover,” Gavros said, turning toward the miners gathered around. “We’ll deal with him later. It’s time to take this to the stinking feds.” He stepped toward the middle of the crowd and raised his hand above his head. “To the surface. Now!”

The crowd roared and followed Gavros as he moved toward the elevators and the ladders. Jamie stood and watched as the cavern emptied, and silence slowly replaced the wild shouting of the crowd. The miners had already taken prisoner the three guards from this level, and Jamie knew that was trouble. There was a good chance those guards were going to die, and probably not pleasantly. And that meant a lot of prisoners would be scragged . . . a lot more than three. Jamie had seen enough federal guards to know how they reacted when their own were hurt or killed. Guilt wouldn’t matter much when that happened. Just being in the line of fire would be enough.

Now the mob was heading toward the upper sections to rally the prisoners there, and overwhelm the rest of the security forces on duty. It was a tragedy on its way to becoming a complete catastrophe.

He shook his head sadly. Despite all Lopez and Gavros had said in their anger, his sympathies were with his fellow prisoners. Some of them deserved to be here, he knew, but others had merely been victims of Federal America’s unjust courts and the poverty and corruption that had driven them to whatever crimes they had committed.

None of that mattered, though. Whatever his sympathies, Jamie didn’t have time for any of this. He hated the federals, but getting himself killed, or consigned here for another year or two, wouldn’t accomplish a thing. And he had good reasons to keep his head down and get out, more than just Damian and the promise of a job on the farm and a place to live.

Katia . . .

He’d met Katia Rand at Damian’s farm, when he’d been there as part of the work crew. From the moment she’d walked into his field of view, he hadn’t been able to take his eyes off her. She’d been there with her father, working on the farm’s electrical systems, and the two of them had hit it off immediately. They spent every fleeting moment together, in secret at first and then with Damian’s assistance. By the time Jamie returned to the mine with the rest of the work detail, he had a new purpose. To finish his sentence and to accept Damian’s offer of a job. And to marry Katia Rand.

So screw you, Gavros, and your pipe dream.

Because what he had told Gavros was true—their cause was hopeless. The prisoners had no chance of victory, not unless the rest of Haven rose up in rebellion. And for all the unrest sweeping the planet, Jamie knew things hadn’t reached that point. It wasn’t difficult for prisoners with no freedom and no hope to reach the desperation point. But for all Federal America’s oppression and corruption, most Havenites had homes and jobs and families. They might bristle and protest over increased taxes and burdensome regulations, but it would take more to push things to the breaking point, some outrage that would galvanize the people and thrust them into open revolution.

And the conditions of convicted criminals certainly weren’t going to be the straw that broke the camel’s back.

He didn’t know what might push Haven over the edge, or if he would rise up to that call when it did. What he knew was a dazzling smile and a brilliant pair of eyes . . .

He looked down at the drill, but he didn’t pick it up again. He couldn’t do anything by himself, at least nothing productive. So he let out a loud sigh and sat down on a large rock outcropping.

All he could do was wait.

And hope.
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“The uprising at the mine is serious, Governor. Production is at a complete halt, and the rioters have taken at least eight guards prisoner.” Alexandra Thornton had marched briskly into the governor’s office without preamble or announcement. She was the commander of his security forces, and the two had known each other for years. They shared a close working relationship and a greater than average amount of trust, and the two operated with quite a bit less formality than Governor Wells demanded of the others on his staff.

She stood before him now, and he could see as she continued her report that she was deeply concerned. “They control the entire facility, sir, including the buildings and storehouses aboveground.”

Everett Wells looked up from the small tablet he’d been reading. The words on the screen told him much the same thing Thornton just had, but he preferred discussing things with her to fighting through the dry reports his staff had prepared. Besides, she’d been out to the mine and inspected things firsthand, and that gave her a perspective the pages of analysis on the tablet didn’t have.

Thornton stood in front of the desk, at attention despite the governor’s lack of a military rank. She was a soldier, through and through, and usually an image of military perfection as well. But now Wells noticed her less than freshly pressed grays and the two small platinum clusters that marked her major’s rank, usually polished to a bright sheen but now a bit smudged. There was more than a little dirt caked on her uniform and boots, and one small spot Wells suspected was half-dried blood.

Things must really be bad, he thought as his eyes panned down Thornton’s rumpled form. If there was one thing about Alexandra Thornton that made an impression, besides her competence and reliability, it was fastidiousness. The fact that she hadn’t stopped in her quarters to change before coming to see him told him all he needed to know about the urgency of the situation.

“The entire complex is occupied?” Wells already knew the answer, and the fatigue in his voice made that obvious.

“Yes, Governor. The guards managed to hold at the outer perimeter fence, and my people have reinforced them there. But everything inside is occupied.” She paused for an instant, reluctantly taking a seat after Wells gestured toward one of the chairs in front of his desk for the third time. “We don’t think anyone has been killed or seriously injured,” she continued, “well, not yet. But they have taken at least nine guards hostage.” She paused. “They are obviously in great danger.”

Her tone changed briefly when she mentioned the hostages. The prison guards weren’t part of her colonial security force, and they reported directly to the federal authorities who ran the prison complex. Wells knew his military commander disapproved of many of the abuses that took place in the prison mine, just as he himself did. He’d had more than one go-around with Warden Vinson, but his authority as governor did not extend to the federal prison complexes on Alpha-2, and he and Vinson had a . . . strained . . . relationship.

“Who is in command on-site?” Wells asked.

“Captain Rennes, sir.” Thornton paused. “I felt he would exercise the proper restraint.”

“I agree completely, Major. Captain Rennes is a good choice. Please advise him that he is in command on the scene, and if Warden Vinson attempts to interfere, Rennes is to direct him to me.”

Being in charge of Alpha-2 colony meant—notwithstanding muddled jurisdictions where federal facilities were involved—his authority was the last word in any emergency. At least, that’s how he planned on interpreting it. He was pretty confident that hundreds of prisoners on the verge of breaking out constituted an emergency.

It certainly helped having the backing of Thornton and her soldiers in case there was a disagreement about the exact definition.

“Yes, sir.” She hesitated, but then said, “I more or less told him that already.” Another pause, longer this time. “I knew that’s what you would want, Governor.”

Wells just nodded. Thornton had overstepped her authority perhaps, but she was right, too. She did know what he would want, and she’d seen it done.

Wells didn’t condone the general disobedience among the populace that had plagued his term as governor, and certainly not the violent uprising at the mine. His loyalties to the state were strong, and his sense of duty profound. But he was a moderate man, reluctant to use excessive force or to impose heavy restrictions on the population, preferring to try to negotiate with disaffected groups, to solve problems with words and not force. Nevertheless, in spite of his best efforts, he’d presided over four years of steadily increasing unrest. All his attempts to reason with the people seemed to fall on deaf ears, and things had continued to escalate, dangerously so over the past year. He’d come to Alpha-2 a rising star in Federal America’s bureaucracy, but the deteriorating situation on his watch had brought his career to a precarious precipice.

He understood to a point how the residents—Havenites, they called themselves—felt, and he bristled at the callousness of the decrees that had continued to come in from the federal senate. The government was acting in response to the increasing disorder, but its actions were only feeding the growing rebellion and making his job almost impossible.

But he also believed Federal America was the lawful government of Alpha-2, and he disagreed vehemently with those who felt they were justified in disobeying the laws or resisting the dictates of the legitimate authorities. He saw revolution as treason, and he held that the people of Alpha-2 were bound to resolve their issues through normal government channels and not through civil disobedience. And certainly not by open rebellion, which is exactly what more and more people were expecting.

Major Thornton and much of his staff shared the same views, but his moderation had only served to bring criticism and anger from both sides—from the Havenites, who, despite his restraint, still considered his policies too harsh, and from the federal authorities on Earth, who viewed his leadership as weak and indecisive.

Let any of them sit in this chair and see if they could do better.

“I’d like you to get back out to the scene, Major.” He paused for a few seconds. “It’s not that I don’t trust Captain Rennes, but I’d prefer to see this end as quickly as possible. I think your judgment on scene will be helpful. Normally, I’d try to be patient, but . . .” Wells’s voice trailed off.

“But the federal observer is due to arrive in two weeks.” Thornton’s tone suggested she didn’t think any better of the assignment of a federal overseer to Alpha-2 than Wells did. But neither of them had been given a choice.

Observer, he thought. What a measured title. Some master politician came up with that. She’s a military governor, that’s what she is. So the question is: How much authority will she have? And how much will I have left?

He’d have to worry about that when the time came. For now, he could only reply to Thornton. “Yes, Major. She is. And if there is any way to defuse this situation before she gets here, I think we’ll all be happier.” He looked down at the desk for a few seconds and added, “And the prisoners most of all, I suspect. From what I hear, Asha Stanton is not to be trifled with.”

Thornton nodded, but didn’t respond to the comment about the observer. Because she’s smart enough to keep her personal opinions to herself, Wells thought. Instead, she said, “I will do the best I can, sir. But if we can’t talk them out, we’ll have to storm the facility and take it by force. And that’s going to be messy, especially if it has to be over in the next few days.” Thornton’s eyes found the governor’s. “I’ll need your approval for that, too, sir. So, you might want to consider exactly what you want us to do if negotiations are unsuccessful.”

Wells sighed. “I will do that, Major.” He stood up slowly, pushing his chair behind him as he did. “And I think now you should get back out there and do your best to keep me from having to make that decision.”

Thornton sprang to her feet when Wells rose, and she snapped to attention. “Yes, Governor. I will do my best, sir.”

“That’s all any of us can do, Major. Dismissed.”

He watched her leave and then he sat down again and reached his arm around, rubbing the knots in the back of his neck. He’d taken an analgesic earlier, but the headache and the pain in his neck had proven stubborn. He knew his ills were side effects of the growing stress from his job—and the lack of sleep that went along with it—but it didn’t look like things were going to get better anytime soon, so he reached down to one of the compartments under his desk and pulled out the bottle, dropping another two pills into his hand.

He felt a brief rush of hope, a thought that the situation at the mine might be resolved without bloodshed. But that passed quickly. Thornton was a good officer, trustworthy and efficient. Those traits were admirable, yet they did nothing to actually change what was going on at the prison. With the way things stood, Wells had a feeling in his gut, one he’d had for days now.

Things were about to get a lot worse.

“I’m sorry to interrupt you, sir, but there’s trouble at the mine. I thought you’d want to know immediately.” Ben Withers was peering through the open door into the farmhouse’s study. Withers was tall and muscular, and in the three years since he’d followed his platoon commander into retirement on Haven, he hadn’t lost a bit of his combat conditioning nor added a gram of fat to his lean frame.

Damian Ward looked up from his work. “What kind of trouble, Ben?” Ward had tried for months after they’d arrived on Haven to get the now civilian Withers to stop calling him “sir,” but to no avail. He finally gave up, and now he hardly even noticed it anymore.

Something in Withers’s voice made him perk up this time, though.

“An uprising, sir. The inmate-workers have gained control of the facility. They’ve taken some of the guards hostage.”

Ward’s expression darkened. “They have the entire complex?”

“Yes, sir. At least, that’s what I was told. The security forces still hold the outer wall, so the rioters are contained, for the moment. It’s currently a standoff right now.”

Ward slapped his hand down on his desk. “I hope Jamie’s not involved in this idiocy,” he said. “The kid can be a damned fool, and I wouldn’t put it past him. But he’s been so good recently. No, I can’t believe he would jeopardize everything, not this close to getting out.”

He realized he had said that all out loud, but he couldn’t help it. Damian had found somewhat of a kindred spirit in the young Jamie Grant. He’d liked the kid immediately, and he saw in the troubled young man what he might have become if he hadn’t ended up in the armed forces. His rank—received as a field promotion after distinguishing himself in battle—was a rare achievement for someone from his low social stratum and it had led him to this farm and the promise of a life of some prosperity, both in terms of being a respected resident of Haven, as well as generating a moderate level of wealth. All of which was a protracted way of saying he’d come a long way from the fetid slums of Federal America’s old capital city of Washington, and that he knew he could have easily ended up in Jamie Grant’s shoes.

And if I were in those shoes, I might easily find myself caught up in this nonsense in the prison.

“I’m sure Jamie is not involved, sir.” Withers’s expression suggested he wasn’t at all sure.

Damian shook his head. “It may not matter. Even if he tries to stay out of it, if the whole place is in rebellion he’s a part of it. Whether it’s the inmates forcing him to participate or, when the authorities retake the place, the feds being unable to differentiate between those who rose up and those who didn’t, he’s there. So does it really matter what he chooses to do?” Assuming Jamie doesn’t just get killed in the crossfire, he thought but didn’t say.

He glanced up at Withers, noting the man’s uncomfortable expression. He put his hand up. “I’m just thinking out loud, Ben. Not expecting you to have the answer.”

Withers nodded, though he still looked troubled.

Damian sat quietly, deep in thought. He understood the discontent of the prisoners in the mine. Conditions there were an outrage, and he suspected many of the prisoners had received less than just and honest trials, Jamie Grant not the least among them. But they couldn’t really think they would succeed, could they? Governor Wells wasn’t a bad sort, not really—indeed, he and Damian had become friends of a sort. But sooner or later, he’d have to send in his security forces. And a bunch of prisoners with steel bars and knives weren’t going to beat back trained troops with assault rifles and concussion grenades.

He felt for the prisoners, and the inevitable conclusion to the tragedy they had set in motion. But mostly his thoughts were on his friend. He’d sponsored Jamie, committed to give him a job upon his release. He had even posted a security bond to allow his friend to stay in one of the farm buildings between shifts in the mine, instead of in the grim and filthy prison residence wing. And now all he could see in his mind was Jamie rounded up with the others and sentenced to years more in that hellhole. Or summarily executed.

Damian knew he had helped to give Jamie hope, to focus the kid on the life he could have. And Katia had done the same. But Damian also knew it would break Jamie to hear the warden or the governor sentence him to years more
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