
        
            
                
            
        

    
	She’s a Navigator. Protecting intelligent life is her job.

	 

	 

	Cornered and severely outnumbered by the Association’s navy, Syreen tries to reunite with her living ship. While her enemies blackmail her with an asteroid tossed down on an inhabited planet, the real danger hasn’t even shown up yet—the fabric of space itself is torn apart, and within the ruptures, not only does space travel fail, but stars will die... together with their planets.

	On her own, she can’t win. But where can she find help?
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Part One—Reunion

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Mo stared at the green-golden U-shape on his board.

	“This is Assiduous, a living ship—my living ship.” Syreen’s last line was on replay in his mind.

	He hadn’t heard of Forgotten People, or if he had, he didn’t remember. He’d accepted her claim to the title Navigator as a quirk—although she indeed was the best navigator ever—but he had heard of living ships... in fairytales.

	“How did you know it’s here?”

	Klondike certainly wasn’t the first place he’d expect to find materialized old lore—a remote place, at the outskirts of known space, but still a place with regular traffic.

	“I brought Assiduous here. He needed time to recover—in a safe place, where the AP wouldn’t find him.”

	“He. Okay. And how did you know how to fly such a ship?”

	“He taught me what I didn’t know already, but I’m a Navigator, remember?”

	“You mentioned that often enough, but what does it really mean?”

	“It means I’m born to fly living ships. Only females of the People can integrate with them and take control.”

	“I don’t get it.” His mind stubbornly refused to draw conclusions from her statements. It can’t be.

	“Mo, I’m not human. I’m a descendant of an ancient race few of your people remember, and those who do call us the Forgotten People. Sadly, Assiduous is one of the only two connections to my past I have. I was raised by Duchy Navy as an orphan—a foundling, dropped on a busy orbital station. I never met my parents. I have no one to ask about my legacy.”

	“What is the other connection?”

	“The head of the Associated Planets Navy. He’s of the People, too. He wants me—he needs me to control Assiduous, because he could never do it himself.”

	“He couldn’t? Why?”

	“Assiduous won’t accept a male. It’s impossible. You’ll see.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Yusef listened. Everything she said sounded odd—but in an odd way, it made sense. It explained what she did—finding new routes, calculating seven-sigma jumps, dodging pulse shots, shooting more precisely than anyone else, or going dirtside with a spaceship—and left room for even more miracles.

	He just couldn’t imagine what kind of miracle they’d need to fend off those three battle groups with a total of three battle cruisers, nine light cruisers, nineteen destroyers, and a yet unknown number of stingships and missiles, that had arrived shortly after Bumblebee.

	He’d grown fond of the ship they’d arrived with. Bumblebee was a swift and tough little warship, everything a solo pilot could ask for, but in the upcoming battle she was outclassed and outnumbered. There was no way for a single frigate to survive.

	Their enemy had surely come to the same assessment. While his flagship was trying to catch up and his smaller units were cutting off their potential escape routes, the enemy signaled again.

	“APS Bumblebee, this is Admiral Cortez of APS Vindicator. You failed to follow my instructions. Unless you surrender instantly, I’m no longer in a position to give you quarter.”

	This time, Syreen decided to answer. “Admiral Cortez, unfortunately I can’t give you what you want. However, should you at least be willing to formally declare war, I’ll be ready to accept your capitulation any time. Just don’t wait too long.”

	Yusef raised his eyebrows. No way. They didn’t come in numbers to say hi and bye. Too bad for them—they didn’t see her fight. Or—wait.

	“Skipper?”

	“What is it, Yusef?”

	“What if they got data from our convoy, and know you can dodge pulse shots?”

	“That won’t help them.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Syreen kept her attention on the board. Until we reach Assiduous, we’re vulnerable. They won’t be able to catch up, but I’d credit them for trying anything else. Like...

	She quickly entered a few parameters, rechecked them, and hit the button.

	Bumblebee’s two aft lasers fired, three times each, with reduced power. Six explosions indicated the successful elimination of six long-range missiles that had almost reached their frigate.

	“Nice try,” she said. “Okay, Admiral Cortez, you’re playing your game well. Let’s see how you deal with my next move.”

	“What are you up to?” Yusef asked. “You think you can hit him across this distance?”

	“I could, but it would only be a tickle—or I could ruin our guns and burn a hole through his armor. Surely his repair crews would appreciate the drill. No. I didn’t want to show him my tricks, but we need time for boarding Assiduous, and if he’s willing to spend some more of his missiles, he might get at us at the very worst moment. No, I’ll have to do something unconventional.” The parameters for which she was entering right this moment.

	“More unconventional than scoring impossible hits? I’m curious.”

	“In that case, check this out.” She pushed her new solution over to his board.

	Yusef glanced at it. “Seriously? No, of course you are. Again, you make the impossible possible. I wouldn’t have thought of that.”

	“Neither did Cortez.” She frowned and pulled her stick. Bumblebee changed course. “But he’s learning fast—too fast for my taste.”

	“What was that?”

	“Pulse shots from his destroyers. They must have used a kind of triangulation algorithm, or whatever it’s called for nineteen instead of three angles, to shoot at us. Not precise enough to hit, and in any case, their shots couldn’t have killed us, but—crap!”

	She pulled again and dodged another bouquet of nineteen well-aimed shots. “Yes, he knows—Crew, prepare for jump now.”

	Bumblebee jumped.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Syreen gritted her teeth and fought for clear vision. “Ouch. That was rough.”

	Still, they’d been lucky to survive a jump so close to a star. It wasn’t advisable to do such a jump, it required a tremendous amount of energy, was likely to burn the emitters up—if the ship managed to leave hyperspace in one piece at all—and it felt almost like a two-sigma jump.

	Her board showed red. Indeed, their emitters had suffered. Without major repairs, Bumblebee would never do another hyperjump.

	“That was it,” Haiki said. “I can’t fix that damage before they get us.”

	“Maneuverability is severely limited,” Yusef added. “Plus, we’re too close to the star now. The outer hull is already heating up.”

	Syreen nodded. “Agreed, but taking those destroyer shots would have peeled our shields and armor away before we reached the rendezvous point. We’ve won precious time.”

	Her board showed a new rendezvous point. While she rechecked her calculation, her flagship swiftly closed the distance.

	She activated her radio. “Assiduous, pick us up.”

	Yusef checked his board again. “What? That close?”

	The living ship’s U-shape closed up around Bumblebee, and Syreen turned the frigate’s outer hatch toward the central hangar door.

	“Crew, passengers, prepare to change ship—Yusef, I must go ahead. Please watch our back until I’m active.”

	When she reached the bridge door, she heard his reply.

	“Sure.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Yusef examined his board. “Yeah, I’ll watch our back.”

	What could I do? While the two ships were connected, maneuvering was out of the question. Their current position rendered the six guns useless. The only thing I can do is watch what will come for us.

	Plus, he could watch their progress regarding the transfer.

	The skipper had obviously overridden airlock operation—inner and outer hatch were open, and girls and crew were hastily passing through, urged on by Mo’s reassuring but determined instructions.

	The number of people aboard Bumblebee decreased quickly. Yusef nodded at Haiki, and the engineer left for the lock, too.

	He’d stay as long as necessary, preparing for—yes, what?

	Their jump must have caught Cortez by surprise. His missiles couldn’t reach them yet. His lasers and pulse cannons could, once his gunners had calculated new solutions for their new target location. But even those, traveling at light speed, needed time to reach them. How long?

	Another centicycle, perhaps?

	“Yusef, get your ass over here!”

	“Yessir!”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Syreen left her bridge, left her loyal pilot behind, and dashed for the airlock.

	“Give way!” she commanded, reinforced by a mental instruction. Her passengers moved to both sides of the corridor and let her pass.

	She had to reach Assiduous’ pilot seat as fast as possible—only she could make the impossible happen and get her people to safety—and she couldn’t do that by queuing in line.

	Inside her living ship, she ran for an elevator, cast her uniform off, let herself be sucked upward and raced toward her bridge, leaped for the seat and dropped into it.

	She allowed herself a deep breath before adjusting her sitting position, impaling herself on his large, firm, and warm phallus and the no less firm butt plug—Ouch! I’m not wet—and leaning back into the neck pimples, while two more pricks hurt her thighs. Ouch.

	—Welcome back.—

	I feel—strong. You’re larger than last time, mate.

	—I’ve grown back to my normal size.—

	Yeah. Everywhere.

	Syreen welcomed the long missed, now so familiar sensations—Klondike’s light, Klondike’s heat, Klondike’s gravity, Klondike’s song... oh yes, that wonderful boner in her crotch, the warm hug of her chair—the delicate and yet so powerful little creature in his embrace, her wet and welcoming vagina—but also noticed the presence of a few nuisances that tossed little stabs of energy in her general direction.

	We need to do something about them soon.

	—They pose no threat to us.—

	We need to protect Raydancer.

	—We do not need its support any longer.—

	I need its passengers. They support me.

	—You brought more than enough new livestock.—

	I need their knowledge.

	—In that case, we should get rid of that wreck at our lock first.—

	Give us another moment.

	“Yusef, get your ass over here!”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Syreen felt Bumblebee’s slender shape intimately connected to her center door. She felt remorse for what she had to do—the frigate had served her well, but after all, it had only been a useful tool, and with the damage suffered, it was a useless tool now, mostly a burden.

	It can do us a last service. Let’s get it under remote control. It’ll attract some of our enemies’ attention, and perhaps some of their shots, too.

	—In that case, it won’t last long.—

	Longer than they’ll expect, as we’ll make it dodge their shots.

	She knew her time was running out. Cortez’ battle group was closing the distance fast, attempting a decisive first strike. Plus, his destroyers had turned and were coming in now. Worse, they had learned to make those impossible long-range shots count—interplanetary distances could no longer protect her.

	There came their next volley.

	She knew Yusef was aboard Assiduous, both ships ready for separation, all airlocks sealed, and steered the frigate clear before letting her living ship strafe away.

	Are you still hungry?

	—I am well fed, but I can make good use of organic nutrients.—

	Let’s get some.

	Syreen entered deep integration.

	 

	The difference wasn’t as striking as the last time—her normal integration with her ship was deeper than before, either due to her own development or due to his greater power—but still near to overwhelming.

	Syreen focused on the most imminent threats. Cortez had deployed sixteen more missiles against them, and the destroyers were trying to hit Bumblebee again—probably in order to dispose of that secondary target quickly.

	APS Vindicator had deployed twelve stingships, which were attempting to intercept Raydancer.

	No, you won’t.

	Finally, the larger warships would soon reach their maximum effective shooting distance, unless Assiduous would accelerate away from them—and from Raydancer.

	No, we won’t.

	We will accept your gift and put your missiles to better use.

	Ick.

	Wading through Bumblebee’s primitive computer controls was no fun. Trying to make it move with its damaged emitters was tiresome.

	Cracking the missiles’ target computers offered no challenge, though, as they weren’t any better than those hacked at RAK-11 before.

	Of course, Raydancer’s controls were already well integrated.

	We did this before.

	Bumblebee evaded eleven hostile shots, while the other eight hadn’t been on target anyway. With the triangulation data of Raydancer, Bumblebee, and Assiduous together, she picked her own targets—the corvette’s single pulse cannon and two of the frigate’s four forward cannons took out four AP stingships each.

	Next, the frigate hit one AP destroyer twice, flipped, and shot another.

	Precision rules!

	Sixteen missiles were now heading for sixteen destroyers that were frantically trying to evade or shoot them, while useless commands from APS Vindicator failed to trigger their self-destruction.

	Meanwhile, Assiduous approached the battle cruiser, dodging its well-aimed shots effortlessly.

	Their enemy would eventually come up with the idea of scattershots that wouldn’t be as easy to avoid. It was advisable to act first.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Yusef finally found Mo in a strange dome-like room, the walls covered with warts and strands pulsating in green and gold. Mo was sitting in a chair that looked like it had grown from the floor and yet didn’t really belong there. He was gazing at a large sculpture in the dome center.

	Only it was no sculpture, it was their skipper wrapped in a kind of reclining chair, stark naked, with a pulsating something penetrating her vagina. If not for the expression of bliss on her face, he’d have pulled her from that chair instantly.

	Another chair grew from the floor behind him. He felt the urge to sit down and buckle up.

	“What’s going on here?” he asked.

	“Watch,” Mo said.

	“Watch what?” Yusef asked. “That—abomination?”

	“Watch the plot.”

	Now the pilot recognized the lights above the large seat, and the symbols next to them. “Crap.”

	The battle cruiser and three light cruisers were coming close, no longer in one line, but spreading out to bring all their forward guns to bear. A volley of twelve missiles preceded them, and eleven destroyers were coming from all directions.

	Crimson red symbols told of eight severely damaged destroyers, one wrecked frigate, and twelve killed stingships.

	The lights in the room flashed four times in quick succession.

	The symbols of the four large warships turned crimson.

	Next, their own ship trembled.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Oops.

	Seven shots dodged, but one destroyer had hit home.

	It felt like a tickle. A minor bruise that would soon be healed.

	The small vessels seemed unable to recognize their inevitable defeat, though. Would they be worth salvaging? Would their crews of eight be worth preserving?

	The plain numbers said no, not with four much richer sources available.

	Her excitement said no, not after they’d spoiled her orgasm just before.

	The tactical situation said no, not with twelve incoming missiles invulnerable against remote control attempts.

	She turned and twisted around. Eight times, a shudder sprang from her clit—from the wart above her central door—and smashed one destroyer each.

	Twelve more lighter shudders wiped the missiles from space and reinforced the joy of one wonderful, eight-fold orgasm.

	Incoming calls demanded to spoil her happiness again. Those would have to wait, but she needed a break anyway, and slowly emerged from deep integration.

	 

	Syreen gazed at two puzzled male faces.

	“Later, guys.”

	One thought opened a line and made the first caller audible. His signal was weak, most likely coming from a mobile device that had been inactive and thus had survived her EMP strike.

	“Unknown vessel, this is Admiral Cortez of APS Vindicator. Vindicator, Badger, Fox, and Wolf are unable to maneuver. I have to declare them non-combatants. Will you allow evac shuttle maneuvers?”

	“Admiral Cortez, this is Duchy Fleet Commander in Charge Syreen aboard Assiduous. You failed to declare war before opening fire. Your ships were then disabled during illegal combat action. I will not grant them non-combatant status after the fact. Instead, I claim them and all resources aboard my prize. Moreover, I cannot allow any uncontrolled ship activity while there are two more hostile battle groups active in this system.”

	“Cortez again. What do you mean, I failed to declare war? If you claim to be Duchy, we’re at war since our initial operation against your home system.”

	“Admiral Cortez, I’m sorry you’re misinformed, but Admiral Ravenport did not—I repeat, did not—declare war before shooting our orbital station, causing thousands of civil casualties. I will send you the recordings of my corvette, present during and after the attack.”

	Raydancer delivered its recordings. It wasn’t entirely impossible to fake such data, but the AP had safeties in place against tampering, and those were unbroken. If Cortez found a working computer capable of checking their safeties, he’d recognize that.

	There was a longer pause before Cortez called again, giving her time to prepare their rendezvous.

	“Fleet Commander, I have no orders regarding such a situation, but before our computer failed, my records said we were at war. For the benefit of my men, I herewith formally declare war, thus making the situation match our records. I herewith instruct Commodore Gardner of APS Retaliator to transmit his records on the situation. I’m at your mercy, but ask you to accept his data, after the fact, as you put it, and grant us having acted in good faith regarding our formal situation.”

	He sounded sincere. She had to admit he was playing by the rules, even honorable, at least for AP standards.

	—So what? We need organic substance eventually.—

	I must consider the situation once our intervention ends. Criminals like Ravenport must eventually be replaced by honorable officers to reestablish order. I cannot recklessly waste the few good men I come across. However, I can’t let them get away with their misdemeanor, either.

	—Misdemeanor, huh?—

	Syreen grinned.

	“Admiral Cortez, I will check Commodore Gardner’s data. For now, I assume it’ll be acceptable. However, there are still hostile ships in this system. To use your own words—unless you and your fellows surrender instantly, I’m not in a position to give you quarter.”

	Instead, we’ll soon be in a position to feed. We’ll take Vindicator first—it’s the largest source.

	“What conditions would you offer?”

	“You and your men will be spared. Your remaining ships may match your course and pick up your evac shuttles. After that, your shuttles may take you and your provisions down to Klondike. You may keep your shuttles, and I will keep your ships—all of your ships. You may wipe your records, if you like. Any hostile action from your side will void this agreement, and I will annihilate your entire fleet with every man aboard. Which I also have to do should you decline.”

	“You sound like you expect to win against my remaining two battle groups.”

	“That, and any reinforcement that might reach you. I will not hold you responsible for the actions of any AP ships arriving after our agreement, but I won’t allow any threat in my back.”

	“I can only surrender my own battle group. I fear it’s my fellow commandants’ duty to continue the fight.”

	“He’s playing for time,” she said to Mo and Yusef. “He’s anticipating reinforcements. We can expect Admiral Santiago to follow us from Appalahoo, but while Cortez came here, he probably sent for more ships.”

	“How can you tell?” Mo asked.

	“He brought no corvettes. Santiago had one, and when he arrived at Klondike, it headed right for the departure point—as messenger, to confirm our presence to others. Those will follow, while Cortez is supposed to nail us down here.”

	“So what will you tell him?”

	“Listen.” She checked her position and opened the outside line again. “Admiral Cortez, you should know better than to play me for a fool. You’re the one in charge, alive, in good health, and still able to transmit commands. Whatever your orders, as flag officer you’re ultimately responsible—you’ve got the last word here. Note that I’m preparing to act on my announcement within the next five centicycles. Surrender now.”

	—We’ll take the entire ship?—

	Start with the aft section.

	Cortez didn’t answer. In the meantime, a data packet from APS Retaliator arrived. It contained the declaration of war Cortez had mentioned and Ravenport should have published in advance of his attack, with all safeties intact—and it contained a nasty Trojan, meant to mess with their programming.

	—Skillfully written, but futile against us.—

	I should be pissed off, but I feel rather entertained. We’re in place—start the process.

	Assiduous’ legs spread out to reach around Vindicator’s rear, found contact, and started the skimming process.

	No surprise, Cortez’ next call came soon. “Fleet Commander, what’s happening there?”

	“Admiral Cortez—as announced, I’m now collecting the valuable resources your flagship represents. I strongly recommend you evacuate your crew now—organic resources remaining aboard will not be spared. You may use your unarmed shuttles.”

	“Please—I need my assault shuttles, too, to save all of my crew. We won’t use their armament. Please!”

	“He’s desperate,” Mo said.

	She smiled grimly. “Granted, Cortez. Don’t test my patience.”

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	Syreen kept a close watch on Cortez’ assault shuttles. They were too close to allow them even an attempted shot—the easiest solution was to block their gun controls, the same way she and Assiduous had taken over the AP’s missiles, but she didn’t want to show her hand, so she withheld that option until she’d need it.

	She also watched the two other battle groups, but those didn’t move away from their positions around Klondike’s main departure points.

	Raydancer continued its silent approach. There was no need to announce the presence of potential hostages to their adversaries.

	At the same time, she was well aware of the presence of the two men—Mo and Yusef—on her bridge. Haiki was with Gwen, and they had found the ship’s lounge.

	We shouldn’t assimilate all resources. Can we separate provisions for our guests?

	—That is what I always do.—

	No, I mean, with their containers, so that they appear more familiar?

	—I can do that, too.—

	Please.

	“Syreen?”

	“Yes, Mo?”

	“Are you still with us? You look absent.”

	She opened her eyes. “Sorry. I’ve been busy saving our asses. You’ve seen the plot?”

	“Indeed. What happened to their ships?”

	“My EMP cannon fried the big ones’ wiring. On the destroyers, I used my concussion pulser.”

	“What’s that?”

	“That weapon causes a gravity vibration—strong enough to break ships of that size.”

	“Syreen... what’s happening with you, if I may dare to ask?”

	She smiled. “I’m currently integrated with Assiduous—with my ship. We are one, one body, one brain. We can see, hear, feel, smell what each other does, without delay. However, I could leave this seat any time I wanted—currently I don’t, and that’s for these nasty assault shuttles.”

	“It looks—awkward.”

	“To me, it feels natural, but I understand why you might see it that way. The physical contact is necessary for our integration.”

	“Physical contact... uh, I mean...”

	“I know. It looks intimate, but our mental contact is so much more intimate that our physical union doesn’t matter.”

	“But the—uh, punctures?”

	“Oh—yes, our blood circuits are connected, too. After all, keeping his pilot alive and in good health is my partner’s primary concern. My body must be fed, and all.”

	“So, it’s a kind of drip feed?”

	“Yes, and more. Anything I need.”

	Mo frowned. “And the ship is partially organic, so it can tend to your physical needs?”

	“Assiduous is a living ship, Mo, not a semi-organic vehicle. A person with his own mind.”

	“A person... how? A copy or mirror of its pilot? Does it adapt to you?”

	“He will eventually adapt to me, as I will adapt to him. Primarily, as the older and more experienced of us, he will teach me, and I will contribute my anarchic ideas.”

	“Older, huh? Much older?”

	“Older, as in ancient, Mo. Many megacycles. Older than my Duchy—and that’s one of the oldest star nations. Older than human expansion in space. He’s seen it all.”

	The merchant captain shook his head. “I’m not sure I understand what you’re talking about.”

	“Perhaps that will come later.” She sensed new data and frowned. “New arrivals.”

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	Yusef quietly listened to the conversation of his old skipper with his most recent skipper. He wasn’t sure if she still considered herself his current skipper, if she still had a task for him after their frigate Bumblebee was gone.

	He wasn’t sure if he’d still call her skipper. Too alien was her current appearance, too alien the way she connected to her ship—too frivolous for his taste. To publicly insert a tool into her most private parts—no, that was too much for him.

	Okay, she’d told him about her skirmisher rides—but inside a one-seater, it was a kind of private act, not as public as this.

	And this ship—it felt wrong. It smelled wrong. It looked wrong. Perhaps he was too traditional, too old-fashioned, but ships should smell of paint, rust and sweat, should look functional and square, should feel firm, cold, and edgy.

	He smiled at this thought. Who was old-fashioned, if this ship indeed was many megacycles old?

	No, not if. This ship was old, stinking old. No one could deny that. Was it jealousy? That this vehicle was allowed to stick its tool in where he couldn’t? That she obviously enjoyed it—in public, before his eyes?

	Or was it jealousy about the fact that his services as pilot weren’t asked for anymore? He felt the weight of the decoration on his chest. That he could no longer assist her, because this ship could do everything better, not even counting its superior firepower?

	I had better think of how we get out of this mess alive.

	“New arrivals,” she announced, and new lights appeared in the three-dimensional plot above her seat.

	He wasn’t surprised to recognize another battle cruiser, three light cruisers and four destroyers. “This Santiago fellow?”

	Syreen smiled. “The Valkyrie, yes.”

	“We’re still outnumbered. What are your plans?”

	“For now, we’re feeding. Once we’ve picked up my corvette, we’re on our way.”

	The new symbols turned toward Klondike’s planet. He pointed at Valkyrie. “That doesn’t look good.”

	Mo shook his head. “No—and this world has no AP CEOs for their protection.”

	“I only wonder how much time it’ll take him to make his announcement.”

	“He’ll first review the battle recordings.”

	“I doubt they’ll teach him anything he’s ready to learn.”

	On the plot, he could see their ship disconnecting from the powerless battle cruiser and turning toward a smaller symbol.

	“We better get prepared,” Syreen said. “He’s up to no good.”

	Other symbols lit up. The two battle groups that had come with Cortez were leaving their interception positions and heading inward.

	He pointed up. “They’re coming for us.”

	“They think so, yes.” The Navigator wiggled her toes.

	Yusef tried to relate the casual movement to their dangerous situation. How could she appear so relaxed?

	“Time’s playing in our favor,” she said. “Once we’re reunited, nothing can stop us. Um—I’m repeating myself, am I?”

	Another thought came to his mind. “Oh, Syreen—I don’t know, did all of us leave the entrance hall, or whatever you call it? I didn’t see a second airlock hatch.”

	“We don’t need any. Relax, they’re all in the lounge, all but the two of you, and the hangar won’t be airless at any time.”

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	Syreen counted down the centicycles for their rendezvous with Raydancer. She knew Santiago could estimate the right moment as precisely as she could, but he didn’t have access to her programming.

	She knew he’d try something nasty on her.

	We’re prepared.

	“Raydancer, prepare for docking in two.”

	Assiduous leaped forward, saving eight centicycles of its original vector.

	She felt the small ship penetrate her center door, felt a slight tingle in her own crotch, but discarded that feeling. Later.

	Once Raydancer was safely settled and locked in place, she directed Assiduous on a new course.

	“Welcome back, guys. Say hello to each other while I take care of some AP rogues.”

	“Rogues?” Mo echoed.

	“Rogues.” She highlighted a new item in the plot.

	“No! But—he can’t...” the merchant exclaimed.

	And here comes the message.

	“Duchy Fleet Assiduous, this is APS Valkyrie, Admiral Santiago speaking. You may have tricked Cortez into surrender, but you won’t play your tricks on me. We’ve launched a kinetic strike against Klondike One. Once you surrender and allow our boarding party in, we’ll do our best to redirect the projectile. Of course, should you attack our ships, the planet will suffer the consequences.”

	Synchronized with the end of his transmission, the three battle cruisers launched their stingships.

	The next message was from Cortez. “Santiago, you can’t do that. Kinetic strikes against civil worlds are under edict!”

	That was exactly what the AP regulations aboard Raydancer told her. It was the same as her teachers had told her about Duchy regulations.

	Now Assiduous’ memories told her more.

	—We, the People are supposed to enforce this edict.—

	We will.

	“APS Valkyrie, Admiral Santiago, this is Syreen, Navigator of Assiduous. I have evidence of a launched kinetic strike against an inhabited world. You’re found guilty of a violation against Edict Number Two. Valkyrie’s crew failed to stop you from doing so or even assisted you in your misdoing and thus is found guilty, too. It is my duty to sanction this violation. Other AP ships, you are given one and only one opportunity to stand back, by cutting your engines immediately after receiving this message and announcing your unconditional surrender. Note that a collective failure to comply may subject your fleet and your home world to coercive measures.”

	Prepare two gauge torpedoes.

	—Ready.—

	She took a deep breath and counted to ten.

	Launch.

	“Watch.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“We’ve launched a kinetic strike against Klondike One.”

	Yusef felt a clamp around his heart when he saw the highlighted projectile and its trajectory. Although he knew no one down on Klondike, he wished them spared from this nightmare.

	How can an officer spend innocent lives so recklessly? Yusef clenched his fists.

	Cortez’ protest at least assured Yusef his expectations weren’t entirely wrong, and Syreen’s instant and grim reply helped him feel a little better—he was on the right side of this conflict. But will her strong words help in the end? She surely could destroy the battle cruiser as she did with Vindicator, but what can she do with the massive asteroid Santiago brought?

	His eyes widened. Santiago planned this from the beginning! Warships don’t carry rocks around for fun. What kind of people are they?

	Her deep breath brought him back. Poor woman—now she had to watch innocent people die only because she had picked this inhabited system to park her ship.

	“Watch,” the Navigator announced.

	He saw two golden symbols travel toward Valkyrie and the asteroid, covering several light seconds within a blink. The symbols of both ship and asteroid disappeared.

	“The sentence has been executed,” she said aloud and over the lines. “There will be no kinetic strike. The public will be instructed on the reestablishment of effective edicts enforcement in due time.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Mo wasn’t sure about those edicts—he knew there were some regulations on armed conflicts, but he’d never bothered to dig deeper into them. Merchant guild rules were what mattered to him.

	“What was that?” he asked.

	“Gauge torpedoes,” she said absently. “Weapons of enforcement. The edict must not be violated.”

	“What does a gauge torpedo do?”

	“It destroys the ties of matter.”

	He wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, but the single line indicated something final. It sent a shiver down his spine.

	“I assume there’s not much to salvage then?”

	“You’d have a hard time proving there’s ever been something substantial.”

	He considered that and shivered again.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Meanwhile, first reactions to Santiago’s announcement began to trickle in. Syreen prepared her next move while listening.

	“Here’s Klondike Port Authority. What do you mean, kinetic strike? This is madness—can someone help us? By all ghosts in space, what’s going on here?”

	“Admiral Santiago, this is Commodore Gardner. Sir, I must formally protest. This operation expressly violates our regulations. Return to appropriate rules of engagement immediately. Valkyrie bridge crew, it is my duty to remind you of our rules for relief of command. Assiduous, neither I nor the crews of my battle group have any part in this.”

	They’d soon enough see the result of her reply. Gardner’s protest came too late for Valkyrie’s crew, anyway. But the others—was she willing to grant them a little time for making up their minds, or would she insist on her claim of immediate surrender?

	Enough people died today. Gardner may be another of those officers I’d like to keep in command.

	But what of Santiago’s battle group?

	The three light cruisers, as well as four destroyers, had indeed cut their engines. Their transponders signaled surrender.

	“Assiduous, this is Captain Bakr of AP light cruiser Squirrel, second in command of Valkyrie’s battle group. I herewith formally surrender the ships of our battle group. Please allow us a course correction so that we won’t run into the planet. Planned parameters of this correction follow.”

	“Captain Bakr, you’re allowed to enter orbit around Klondike One, and you’re also allowed to collect your stingships and their pilots before doing so.”

	“Here’s Klondike port authority again. Can someone please explain what’s going on here?”

	“Klondike port authority, this is Syreen. I have to apologize for drawing the AP’s attention to your world. I hadn’t foreseen them resorting to such actions. Whether you file a formal complaint or not is up to you, but be assured I will follow up on this crime.”

	And here came the next caller—Gardner.

	“Assiduous, please clarify the meaning of coercive actions against our homeworld.”

	“Commodore Gardner, you were aware of the kinetic projectile Valkyrie carried, and you failed to act against its deployment. This is the second time I requested your surrender, and you’re still playing for time. My patience has come to an end. I will not ask again.”

	What am I waiting for?

	No message from the other remaining battle group. They kept perfect silence and showed no sign of surrender, either.

	She closed her eyes and listened. Klondike sang a song of troubles. Tiny troubles, tinier troubles, and nuisances.

	Syreen sighed and set course for Gardner’s Retaliator.

	We will need seven gauge torpedoes.

	—EMP cannon or concussion pulser are more than sufficient to deal with a few light cruisers.—

	I will not waste those torpedoes.

	—What do you see?—

	Nothing yet. Klondike told me of five worthy targets.

	—My Navigator!—

	Again, something her ship wasn’t used to? There seemed to be no limit to new surprises.

	“Crew and guests, prepare for battle action.”

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	 

	Syreen ignored Gardner’s next two queries for more details about coercive actions like the first. She didn’t bother to answer at all—she already knew what the commodore was waiting for, what kind of reinforcements Santiago had promised.

	She had to be quick—and yet, she shouldn’t give too much of Assiduous’ abilities away, as Captain Bakr’s ships were surely recording her every single move.

	So she limited herself to frigate parameters. Assiduous wasn’t happy with this crawl, but accepted her reasoning.

	When Retaliator called again, Gardner sounded less confident than before.

	“Assiduous, you’re not answering my calls. If you continue your approach like this, I have no choice but to resume battle.”

	—We’re reaching effective targeting range.—

	No need to delay the inevitable.

	She entered deep integration.

	Fire.

	The gauge torpedo hit Retaliator dead center. Like Valkyrie before, the large battle cruiser simply vanished.

	There was some surprised chatter on the radio—panicking calls from the battle group’s light cruisers, demanding calls from Klondike’s orbit, and a single short transmission from the last intact battle group. It was skillfully encrypted—for human standards—and translated into break up.

	She noticed their increasing engine activity and futile attempt to change course before she dealt out three casual concussion pulses, smashing their sturdy hulls into pieces, and turned toward her last targets.

	The sharp turn she had to perform at high relativistic speed would give some more of Assiduous’ skills away. She
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