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To Mom and Dad

Who wanted me to watch Mr. Wizard on TV,

but also let me watch Rocky Jones and Flash Gordon.

Who wanted me to read the classics, 

but didn’t complain when I brought home Heinlein, Asimov, and Clarke.

Who got me a subscription to National Geographic, 

but let me spend my allowance on Astounding Science Fiction, Analog, and Fantasy & SF.

Wish you were here to see me now.

* * * * *
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12 October 2113

LFS Valkyrie, Lunar Fleet Anchorage

Lunar battlecruisers are designed from the keel up as flagships, the command-and-control ships for battle groups. Each of them is home to an artificial intelligence so completely integrated with internal systems as to make the ship a living, thinking entity. In addition, they are designed to serve as the headquarters and operational command center for an admiral, with appropriate accommodations for Fleet’s highest ranking officers.

Recognizing that rank carried certain social obligations, LFS Valkyrie boasted an admiral’s dining room—adjacent to the well-appointed officers’ wardroom—that could seat up to forty people. At that, it was almost filled to capacity for Vice Admiral Jennifer Tanaka’s pre-mission dinner, attended by all ship’s officers and the admiral’s staff.

Dinner was done, the obligatory toasts had been made, and the gathered officers made small talk over coffee, tea, or an after-dinner beverage of choice. None left the table, however—the event wasn’t over until the admiral declared it so. Tanaka regarded them with satisfaction: a good team, one she’d worked very hard to build. 

Valkyrie floated in her moorings with only an anchor watch on duty. When Tanaka dismissed them, only two officers would have to return to duty stations—one on the bridge and one in main engineering. Others would want to turn in early so they could be on station for final departure preparations in the morning. It was time, she decided, to call it a night. First, however, rank entitled her to the last word.

“Ladies... gentlemen...” She raised her voice slightly for attention, and the casual conversation quickly died as all of them turned to her.

“Before we depart this evening, I’d like to welcome the new additions to Valkyrie’s officer ranks. You’ve already met them and have been working with them for the past several weeks, but they seem to be a rather modest bunch, so you may not know much about them. With the exception of Ensigns Weathers and Wisner, newly commissioned Fleet Academy graduates, our new officers have one thing in common: they are all veterans of the attack on New Eden. They are the people who stood fast in defense of the system and took down a superior enemy force. Conventional wisdom said they had no chance—a light cruiser, a destroyer, and a corvette against an enemy battlecruiser, two heavy cruisers, and two frigates.

“Conventional wisdom was wrong. They took heavy losses, but they got it done. Some of you know this, because we were part of the relief force that arrived a week later and found them still standing guard—with three ships so badly damaged that Fleet decided to decommission them, leaving a bunch of fine, battle-tested officers and enlisted without an assignment. I must admit that I shamelessly took advantage of that situation and grabbed as many of them as I could get.

“You’ve all met Commander Greenwood by now, Valkyrie’s new XO. She comes to us after having two commands of her own—the destroyer Lynx, which earned the Sword of the Fleet in the Bug War at Tatanna, and the light cruiser Werewolf, which also earned the Sword during the New Eden action. She’s with us now, but only until Fleet finds another command for her.”

Tanaka looked to her right, where Greenwood was sitting next to Commodore Simms, Valkyrie’s captain. She’s actually blushing. The good ones usually do when you praise them, because they never believe they’re that good. Greenwood had found herself the SO of the surviving New Eden force and had taken her little “wolf pack”—Werewolf, Timberwolf, and Coyote—out to meet and defeat the enemy force. 

“Ms. Greenwood is also a Medal of Honor recipient, but she’s not the only one. I call your attention to Major Bouchard, Valkyrie Company’s new Marine CO, who also wears the LMH, awarded for actions on planet Tatanna during the Bug War. If that wasn’t enough of a recommendation, she was also the CO of Werewolf’s Marines during the New Eden action and led the boarding action that resulted in the capture of an enemy heavy cruiser.

“The major also comes with one other qualification—she’s a fleet-certified chaplain, currently the only one among us heathens. Being also a Marine, I presume she’s prepared to either save souls or kick butts, as needed.”

That brought a round of laughter from the group. Bouchard grinned at her and aimed a sharp salute at the head of the table. 

“As for the others, we’ve got Senior Lieutenants Peters, Jennings, and Singer, our new NTO, DSO, and second engineer, respectively. Ms. Peters comes to us from LFS Timberwolf, while Ms. Jennings and Mr. Singer were assigned to Werewolf. Lieutenant McGill, our new assistant NTO, also comes to us from Werewolf.

“And finally... some of you might have noticed something unusual about Lieutenant Wilson, our new third engineer. It isn’t often you’ll find a lieutenant with less than two years of service wearing the starship medallion above her ribbon rack. Yes, she had a command of her own. During the New Eden action, she took command of LFS Coyote when her captain was killed, leaving her the only surviving officer on the ship.

“So now you know the story, and I expect all of you to welcome these people aboard. They may be newcomers, but they’ve more than paid their dues for the spots they hold.”

She paused for a moment as the remaining officers gave a round of applause then raised her voice again as they settled down.

“One more thing: as you may have noticed, we now have a ship’s cat that likes to hang out in officer country—unlike our other two felines, who are rarely seen outside the crew’s mess or main engineering. Dusty—the new guy—comes to us courtesy of Commander Greenwood, and he is also a battle-hardened veteran, having served aboard Werewolf during the New Eden action. Most of the time you’ll find him curled up on the end of the wardroom bar, his preferred duty station.

“That’s it for tonight, people. For a change, we’ve got what promises to be a quiet, diplomatic mission to Copper Hills. The new ambassador and her staff will be coming aboard tomorrow morning, and we are scheduled to depart at 1100 hours. I expect all of you to be well-rested and at your stations, ready to show the Diplomatic Corps people how we do it in the Navy. With that... I bid you good night.”

* * *
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The admiral’s “good night” gave the assembled officers permission to depart but didn’t require them to do so. They vacated the dining room in good order, but some of them chose to linger in the adjacent wardroom. The admiral invited Lorna Greenwood to join her and Simms at a corner table for an informal meeting.

“Are we ready for departure tomorrow, Walter?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am.” Simms nodded. “The last of our stores came aboard this afternoon. The rest of the group checked in at 1600. Orca was still down for a drive node replacement, but they completed the installation and are testing this evening. They expect to be back online by midnight.

“I’ll call all hands to stations at 1000 hours, standard crew deployment—alpha team with me on the bridge; bravo team with Ms. Greenwood in AuxCon. TransLuna control has been advised to clear everything for full battle group departure at 1100.”

“Good.” Tanaka wore a satisfied look. “I’ll do my part and invite the ambassador to join me on the flag bridge, so she won’t be underfoot for your people. That assumes she gets her team aboard on time. Right now, that’s the only thing I can think of that would cause us to miss our departure window.

“This is a strange mission for us. Historically, First Fleet’s been charged with all the ‘show the flag’ assignments. Second Fleet gets the call when it’s time to kick ass and take names. I’m told we got this assignment primarily because of you, young lady.” She gave Lorna a stern look. 

Lorna blinked. “Ma’am?”

“Yes, you.” Tanaka chuckled. “Are you aware, Walter, that our Ms. Greenwood holds a title of royalty among the Akara?”

“Not royalty,” Lorna insisted. “Nobility, I suppose, but... well, it’s a hereditary title, and it passed to me when my grandmother died. In theory, I’m the absolute ruler of a territory with an Akara population of about a hundred thousand.”

Simms continued to stare at her, and Tanaka wore a knowing smirk. With a shrug, Lorna continued. 

“After the war with the Mekota, the Akara credited my grandmother with saving their planet. They gave her an estate in the northern highlands. Granny thought they were just giving her a nice piece of land for a vacation home, but Heart of the Copper Hills informed her she was now Heart of White Peaks—the entire province—and that ‘nice piece of land’ was roughly the size of Japan.

“That sounds impressive, but it’s not exactly prime real estate—mountainous and at the northern extreme of what the Akara consider habitable. They like warm, wet climates—uncomfortably warm and wet, a steaming jungle by human standards. White Peaks has more of a northern temperate zone climate. I’m told it’s comparable to the upper Midwest of the United States on Earth, but I wouldn’t know, because I’ve never been there.”

“Never been to Copper Hills?” Simms looked confused.

“No, never been to the United States,” she replied. “I grew up in White Peaks. After granny retired, she spent more time there than on Luna. I thought it was pretty nice—snow in the winter, sunny and warm in the summer—but for the Akara, it’s more like Alaska, or maybe even Greenland or northern Siberia. They think it strange that any of their kind would want to live there. Conversely, White Peaks residents consider ‘lowlanders’ to be a bunch of wimps.”

“To the point,” Tanaka said, “that makes you an official member of the ‘ruling class’ on Copper Hills. Command wanted you on this mission. Since they were planning to send a full battle group to show the flag anyway, they picked us for the job, and got you included that way.”

“I don’t know why anyone would think I’m that important.” Lorna shook her head. “I don’t ‘rule’ White Peaks; Granny appointed an Akara regent to handle that a long time ago. I’m just the figurehead who comes by maybe once a year to see how things are going—as often as I can get there, considering I have a career as a naval officer.

“According to the mission brief, all we’re doing is delivering a new ambassador to Copper Hills. Is there some other agenda I should know about, ma’am?”

“Not exactly an agenda,” Tanaka replied, “more like a situation. Rear Admiral Stokes filed for retirement almost two years ago, after over twenty years of service as ambassador to arguably our strongest interstellar ally. As far as the Copper Hills Akara are concerned, he’s been the face of the Lunar Free State since your grandmother commanded the fleet. Lunar command had obvious concerns about who they might choose to replace him.

“Then came the Kim assassination, followed almost immediately by a shakeup at the very top levels of the Diplomatic Corps. Admiral Hutchins died under mysterious circumstances while taking an unauthorized leave of absence on Earth, and several of his closest associates were retired, transferred, demoted, or otherwise taken out of circulation. The details are still classified, but the result was that they had to reach well down in the ranks to find someone who might—with a lot of help—be able to take over Stokes’ job.

“Lieutenant Commander Benson is five years older than you are, Greenwood. She’s got a good record of service in LFS embassies on Earth in Korea, Japan, and the UK, but she’s never held an ambassador’s title, or held a diplomatic post outside the Sol system. She’s also a woman... and before you ask what difference that makes, let me remind you that Akara society is still, for the most part, patriarchal in nature. Males rule the planet; females stay home and take care of the nest. 

“Your grandmother was a noteworthy exception to that, but they considered her to be a special case, because she thoroughly trashed their mortal enemies, the Mekota. The fact that she was human, not Akara, let them look past her gender and see her as simply a great war leader.”

“I remember.” Lorna chuckled. “Old Heart of the Warriors always insisted on calling her ‘Warrior Queen.’ When I was a kid, I thought that was so cool.”

“Right...” Tanaka showed a wry grin. “But they’re not likely to extend that attitude to Benson. Fleet seems to think your presence might remind them that human females are as capable as males. I guess they’re hoping you’ll invoke the image of your grandmother—you do strongly resemble her, you know—and convince them to cut Benson some slack until she gets her feet under her.

“They’re also hoping you’ll be able to bring her up to speed on Akara customs, courtesies, social structure, and such. To that end, I’m going to suggest that you spend as much time with her as possible during the trip out. We’re going to be spending about three weeks in hyper, under a cruising watch that shouldn’t place too many demands on you as Valkyrie’s XO. Just keep Walter advised, in case he needs you for ship’s business.”

“I understand, ma’am. I’ll do what I can,” Lorna promised.

“The good news is that you already know the ship,” Simms said. “It sometimes takes a new officer a month or so to get familiar with the deck plan and such, but I checked your record. You had a tour as Valkyrie’s assistant NTO a few years back, before I got her, so this isn’t your first time aboard.”

“Actually, sir,” she replied with a mischievous twinkle in her eye, “I first came aboard Valkyrie when I was about six years old.”

“Huh?” Simms gave her a blank look.

“Valkyrie was her grandmother’s flagship for most of her career,” Tanaka advised. “Over the years, I would imagine Ms. Greenwood has spent more time aboard her than you have, Walter.”

“Hmpf!” Simms snorted but produced a cheerful grin that took the sting out of his next question. “Is there anything else I need to know about my new exec?”

* * * * *
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

[image: ]


​

23 October 2113

LFS Valkyrie, in Hyperspace en route to Alpha Akara

“You’ve been very helpful, Commander.” Helena Benson wore a look of distress. “Unfortunately, all that’s done is convince me that I have a lot to learn. I’ve got ten years in the Diplomatic Corps, but I’ve spent all of it on Earth, dealing with human diplomats and government officials. I’ve only even seen a Lizard once or twice on Luna.

“And oops! Sorry... I guess I need to get out of the habit of calling them ‘Lizards’—though everybody on Luna does it.”

“They don’t mind.” Lorna grinned at her. “The Akara recognize their resemblance to their reptilian cousins on Earth, and consider it a term of endearment. For their part, they have a similar term for us. The word translates roughly to ‘animal herder’—a reflection of their first contact with primitive humans.

“They’re pure carnivores, but unlike the Otuka, they don’t eat other intelligent species. They discovered, however, that humans have a knack for raising tasty meat animals. They’ve been trading with those primitives for decades—meat for tools, textiles, and whatever—profitably for both sides.”

“Primitive humans? Where?” Benson’s jaw dropped. “New Eden? Tatanna? I thought...”

“No.” Lorna shook her head. “When they discovered New Eden, the Otuka were using it as a hunting preserve. That’s why the Akara told us about it—so we could go in there and liberate the primitives. As for Tatanna, we discovered that one on our own. We only told the Akara about it after we established the protectorate.

“There are more human civilizations out there. We don’t know how many, because the Akara won’t tell us. There seems to be a pact among the clans—and maybe among other alien races—not to tell humans about other humans. They seem to be afraid that if we get together, we’ll become the dominant species in this part of the galaxy.

“When Heart of the Copper Hills told us about New Eden, he violated that pact, though he claimed he was morally obligated to do so because of the manner in which the Otuka were exploiting the humans. It occurs to me that it was also to his benefit to have us thoroughly trash the Donkeys, who’d proven troublesome to the Copper Hills clan in the past, but I can’t really fault him for that.

“Unfortunately, he’s repeatedly refused to do it again, to tell us where we might find any more of these human civilizations. My grandmother tried to get him to do that for years until she retired. She had a lot more clout with him than I have; if she couldn’t do it, nobody can. Eventually, as we spread out, we may discover them for ourselves, but the Akara aren’t likely to help us do that.”

“My head is spinning.” Benson put her hands over her eyes, then dropped them to her sides. “I’m going into this with absolutely no preparation. I can’t believe DC couldn’t find anyone who was more familiar with the Akara to take over the post. 

“You’re a fleet officer, and you seem to know more about them than anyone back on Luna—at least, anyone who’s there now. DCHQ was like a ghost town when they called me in, and nobody’s talking about what happened. I get the impression it was something to do with the Kim assassination, but that’s all I know.”

“Like you say,” Lorna replied with a wry grin, “I’m a fleet officer. We heard rumors of a shakeup at Diplomatic Corps, and that it had something to do with Tatanna—not the assassination—but that’s all. At that, it was only scuttlebutt, which fleet officers are supposed to ignore and/or squash.”

* * *
[image: ]


​

“How’s it going on the diplomatic front?” Tanaka’s serious look told Lorna it wasn’t just a casual question.

“About as well as can be expected.” Lorna shrugged. “I’m not an expert on diplomacy. All I can do is give Benson background on the Akara in general, and the Copper Hills clan in particular. I still don’t understand why she got the assignment in the first place... and neither does she.”

Tanaka hesitated. The two of them were meeting in the admiral’s quarters. She’d invited Lorna specifically to discuss the issue. Her steward had just delivered coffee and departed; there was no one else in attendance, except Val, the battlecruiser’s omnipresent AI.

“What I’m about to tell you is classified. I’ve decided you have a need to know, to better carry out the assignment I’ve given you. Do not share this with Benson, however. If Lunar Command chose not to give her this information, it’s not up to us to do so.

“You’ve heard about Admiral Hutchins—former head of the Diplomatic Corps, murdered while taking a vacation on Earth, the same day our CEO was assassinated on Luna. Everyone assumes the two killings were related, but Fleet SID believes that was not the case—that the timing was just coincidental.”

Lorna raised an eyebrow in surprise. Special Investigations Division—Luna’s equivalent of the American FBI or British MI-5—had released a public report on the Kim assassination, but the results of its investigation of Hutchins’ death had been classified. As the second ranking officer in the fleet, Tanaka would have been privy to the information.

“Admiral Hutchins was involved in a conspiracy,” Tanaka continued. “The source of the conspiracy is still not clear, but it appears to have come from somewhere on Earth, probably within the Confederacy of Nations. It’s objective was to sabotage our efforts to liberate Tatanna and establish another protectorate. More importantly, it appears the conspiracy originated years before we actually launched the liberation campaign, no more than a few months after the discovery of Tatanna by the Lewis and Clark mission.”

Lorna’s jaw dropped. “I was on that mission!” she said. “That was more than eight years before we actually went back to take on the Bugs. Everything was wrapped in secrecy, but you’re telling me it was compromised almost as soon as we got back to Luna.”

“That’s right.” Tanaka nodded. “Somebody... again, we don’t know who... told the Confeds what we’d found. Apparently, however, they didn’t know where the system was located, though they knew we were planning to extend Luna’s influence to another star system. At that point, Admiral Hutchins—and a number of his close associates in Diplomatic Corps HQ—started to get very rich through some cleverly leveraged investments on Earth.

“They also began to formulate a plan to sabotage our relationship with the human rulers of Tatanna. There was no attempt to stop us from launching the liberation crusade. Everything was geared toward the aftermath of the crusade. All concerned assumed that we would win the battle against the Bugs. What they wanted was a way to discredit the Lunar Free State afterward and open the door to allow others to exploit Tatanna.

“We still can’t prove the Confeds were involved, but they’re certainly the ones who would have gotten the greatest benefit if the plan had succeeded. Likewise, we can’t prove they were involved in the Kim assassination, or why they would have wanted him removed. Maybe they thought it would disrupt the LFS enough that we wouldn’t be able to stop them when they did try to take over Tatanna. That’s about as close as we can come to tying the two events together.

“The whole thing fell apart, however, when King Algar was assassinated on Tatanna. The timing on that was close enough to make some people wonder if it wasn’t part of the same conspiracy, but we’re convinced it was a purely Tatannan affair. It did, however, result in the discovery of one of Hutchins’ agents attached to the diplomatic mission on Tatanna. 

“If you want more information about that, you might ask Major Bouchard, since she was the one who discovered the agent and handed him over to Fleet for shipment back to Luna. One caution, though—she’s not cleared for the whole story of the conspiracy. She only knows the guy was trying to sabotage the relationship we’d built with the Tatannan monarchy.

“That, in turn, started people looking at Admiral Hutchins and DCHQ. Hutchins suddenly decided he need to take some leave time. He didn’t clear it with Lunar Command, just packed his bags and headed for a resort in Mexico. He also transferred virtually all his financial assets to a bank in France. Then he was murdered, in a country where we have no ability to investigate, nor any diplomatic relations to speak of.

“A lot of people at DCHQ were involved in the conspiracy, and most of them knew Hutchins was getting his instructions from somebody on Earth. Some of his top associates were even participating in those lucrative investments I mentioned. The only good news SID found was that Commodore Easley—Hutchins’ second-in-command—wasn’t involved and hadn’t a clue what was happening. She’d been excluded from the whole Blue Orchid plan, and had never even heard of Tatanna, the Bugs, or the liberation crusade.

“When Admiral Ling took over the CEO’s job, she put Easley in charge of the Diplomatic Corps, but by the time they got done cleaning house, there were a lot of empty desks in DCHQ. Some of them belonged to people who should have gone to prison, but trials would have made the whole thing public. Fleet Command decided to offer them a chance to forfeit their Lunar citizenship and be deported to Earth. Given that the charges they were facing could have earned the death penalty, every one of them took the offer—including the one Bouchard caught on Tatanna.

“And that, Commander, is why DC couldn’t find anyone better than Benson to take over the embassy on Copper Hills. Right now, they’re busy picking up pieces and trying to rebuild their entire shop—with SID looking over their shoulders.”

* * *
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“I had no idea.” Lorna wore a thoughtful look. “I guess that explains a lot, and makes it even more important to give Benson all the help we can get. I’m going to assume the Akara have no idea what happened back on Luna, and we don’t want them to find out about it.”

“That’s exactly right,” Tanaka assured her. “Admiral Stokes has agreed to stay on for two months to help her get started, but he’s been waiting two years for his retirement to start, and he really does have valid personal reasons for wanting to get back to Luna.

“We’ve been directed to stay on station for those two months, and to take him back with us when we go. That means she’ll have us—you in particular, and whatever other resources we can provide—to help out.”

“That’s good news.” Lorna nodded. “That means Val will be available, as well. I’ve asked her to give Benson a course in the Akara language. I can speak it—have been speaking it since I was a kid—but I’m not qualified to teach it. They gave Benson an AHSI device, but didn’t even teach her how to use it.”

“Val?” Tanaka glanced upward, as if toward the overhead. “Any comments?”

“Commander Benson is progressing quite well.” The AI’s smooth, soprano voice seemed to surround them. “She seems to have a talent for languages. She speaks Korean quite well, as a result of a lengthy assignment to our embassy in Seoul. We are using the AHSI device—even though I can converse in low Akara without it—so she can become familiar with it.”

“Good.” Tanaka nodded then turned to Lorna again.

“Hmmm... if I recall correctly, your mother invented that gadget, didn’t she?”

“Yes, she did—” Lorna smiled “—as a high school science project when she was a teenager. Everybody said humans and Akara could never converse with each other. She proved them wrong.”

Then fifteen-year-old Carla Greenwood had discovered that the human vocal apparatus could shape the sounds of Akara speech. What it couldn’t do was project those sounds at the extremely high frequencies the Akara could hear. They, in turn, could “taste” the extremely low—for them—frequencies of human speech through their vibration-sensitive tongues, but couldn’t make sense of them. 

Carla had reasoned that an electronic device that shifted sound frequencies upward and expanded their range would allow a human to produce speech the Akara could hear and understand. Conversely, by shifting frequencies downward and compressing the range, an Akara could speak to a human. With the help of the device, which she called the “Akara-Human Speech Interface,” or AHSI, humans could learn to speak Akara, and the Akara could learn English or any other human language.

The invention had been an immediate commercial success, but Carla had shrugged it off and gone on to study astrophysics at Luna University. Within a few years of getting her doctorate degree, she’d won a Nobel prize in the field and become head of the astrophysics division of the Lunar Research Institute.

“I knew your mother well, Greenwood,” Tanaka said. “Fleet gave me command of LRS Lisa Randall, her research ship of choice for over a dozen deep-space expeditions.”

“I know.” Lorna smiled. “Granny told me about her adventures—like going off to study an exciting new star type that just happened to be in the middle of a war zone.”

“Right. Rothstein’s Star, New Eden’s sun. That was our first mission together.” Tanaka had returned the smile, but now her face took on a sober expression. “I only wish we’d been able to take her out on the last mission. Karma, I guess.”

“Yes... that’s the best word for it.” Lorna’s smile took on a sad note. “Galileo’s drive failure shouldn’t have happened—to this day, nobody knows why it did. I’m sure Lisa’s drive wouldn’t have had the same problem.”

When word had come of a star on its deathbed—about to go nova—the LRI had scrambled to put together an expedition to observe the event. Lisa Randall had been in the yards, in the middle of a major overhaul, so LRS Galileo had taken the mission instead. Galileo’s drive failure had left the ship disabled, too close to the dying star to survive the nova. Lorna’s mother and father had died with the ship’s crew and the other members of the expedition in the distant system almost 75 light years from Luna.

Lorna had been six years old at the time, left home in her grandmother’s care. Her grandmother had raised her, and she often wondered whether she might have chosen a different career—become a scientist instead of a fleet officer—if her parents had survived.

She shook off the thought. What she was doing now felt right for her. The past was gone... Karma, as Tanaka said. 

“We’ll see the nova from Luna in another forty years or so,” she said. “Hopefully, I’ll be able to show it to kids of my own and tell them about their grandmother.”

* * * * *
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two​


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


15 November 2113

Lorna Greenwood’s Estate, Planet Copper Hills, Alpha Akara System

“Welcome to Valhalla.” Lorna gave the two flag officers a wry smile as she joined them in the huge, high-ceilinged hall that was the main room of the estate.

“Who are you, and what have you done with my XO?” Commodore Walter Simms demanded, looking up at her from the well-upholstered armchair in which he sat. 

He looked around the hall. Despite its broad, high windows and excellent lighting, the place had a medieval fantasy feel to it. Flames crackled briskly in the huge fireplace, and the mounted head of a local predator humans called a near-dragon looked down from above the mantle.

“I’m here, Commander Greenwood awaiting your orders, sir,” Lorna assured him with a grin. “Well, okay... I’m out of uniform right now, but otherwise...”

She was wearing wide-bottom pants, forest green in color, with a matching jacket held at the waist by a wide black sash with a golden clasp. It was a very different look from her regular Navy uniform. 

“Nice outfit.” Vice Admiral Jennifer Tanaka grinned back at her from another chair.

“Despite their scaly appearance, the Akara have very sensitive skin,” Lorna said. “As a result, they produce some soft, supple textiles that make amazingly comfortable clothing. They’re also very expensive, which is why Fleet turned down my grandmother’s proposal to have LFS uniforms made from them.”

Lorna sat down, then waited while the Akara steward placed a tray with coffee service and various fresh-baked pastries on the low table in front of them.

“The coffee’s imported from Earth,” she advised. “The little cakes are baked with flour from a locally grown grain. Help yourselves.”

“Where does the cream come from?” Tanaka asked as she added a generous amount to her coffee. 

“Terran beef was so popular in the early days of the Akara alliance that they soon started raising cattle here—beef cattle first, but eventually dairy farming caught on. They produce some very interesting cheeses here in White Peaks—mostly for export back to Earth, since the Akara are obligate carnivores. They can digest cheese, but consider it primarily a condiment or sauce ingredient for meat dishes.

“They grow grain to feed meat animals, but these pastries are prepared strictly for human consumption. They only make them when I’m in residence.”

“So... Commander Greenwood disappears,” Simms snorted, “and in her place stands Duchess White Peaks, peer of the realm... and maybe a notorious interstellar pirate.”

He pointed at the coffee mug he was holding, which bore the image of the Valkyrie on her winged steed, the same image that adorned the forward hull of his command.

Lorna shook her head with a grin. “No, sir, I did not steal those from Valkyrie’s wardroom. Look at the legend under the image.”

“LFS Valkyrie—BC-01...” He studied the mug, and his jaw dropped. “These are from the original Valkyrie? The ship that was destroyed in the first Mekota encounter?”

“Yes, sir,” Lorna acknowledged. “She was my grandmother’s first flagship. I believe granny took those mugs with her when she shifted her flag to Athena, before the Mekota showed up. Then Fleet built another Valkyrie—our Valkyrie, BC-04—and she claimed it, turned Athena over to Admiral Sakura, and went out to take on the Mekota. 

“These mugs have been here for as long as I can remember, but they’re usually kept in a display case. I had the staff bring them out because I thought you’d appreciate them.”

“Indeed I do,” Tanaka said. “They’re a piece of history.”

And another reminder of your noteworthy heritage, she thought, though I’m sure that never occurred to you. I wonder, Ms. Greenwood... if the day ever comes when you hoist your own flag, will you want to claim Valkyrie as your flagship?

* * *​
[image: ]


“Granny let the Akara architects run wild with the place,” Lorna admitted. “She had her own ideas about style, layout, and such, but beyond that, it was kind of ‘show me what you’ve got’—and they did. The landing pad was a required element. The security system, lighting, and other electronics are all Lunar technology. The plumbing, kitchen appliances, and other utilities are geared for human occupancy, but everything you see that’s wood or stone is pure Akara. Valhalla is unique, beautiful—in my opinion—and far too large for me to think of it as just a residence. It’s got sixteen guest bedrooms, each with its own bathroom, and either a king-size bed or two standard size.

“I was thinking that since we’re going to be here for a couple of months, I’d open the place as a shore leave facility. The local village is only a kilometer away, with shops and restaurants. There are hiking trails for those who like outdoor activities, and a few of the locals have offered tour guide services in the past—they all have AHSI devices and speak English pretty well. 

“The staff here could set it up as a bed-and-breakfast arrangement, and we could let people come down here on a three-day pass. I don’t know how many of our people would be interested, or how we’d figure out who gets to come down, but...” She trailed off with a shrug and a questioning look.

“I think that’s an excellent idea!” Simms nodded enthusiastically. “Admiral...?”

“I agree—and very generous of you, Ms. Greenwood. Obviously, with sixteen rooms and sixty days or so, we couldn’t accommodate everyone, not even from Valkyrie, let alone the whole group, but I’m sure Walter can come up with an appropriate system to award the passes.”

“Sixteen rooms doesn’t mean sixteen people, ma’am,” Lorna said. “Half of those rooms have two beds, so I’m sure crew members won’t mind sharing—especially enlisted, who normally bunk in crew quarters. We could bring down twenty-four at a time without putting too much of a burden on the staff here. They’ll just hire a few more temporary people—there are always willing Akara, since we pay better than anyone else around here.

“As for the local merchants, they’ll love it. LFS Navy and Marine people on leave are usually not shy about spending money.”

“Hmmm... maybe we should make it two-day passes.” Simms’ brow wrinkled in thought. “That would let even more people get it. We could still give three-days, but only as a special reward for outstanding service. My thought is that we could allocate the passes to each ship and buck it down to the department heads, let them decide who gets to go. Captains can decide which officers get a pass, and it occurs to me that we should set it up so there’s always an officer down here to ride herd on them. I’m sure the locals will be happy to see them, but only as long as they behave themselves.

“I was admiring the landing pad when we arrived—easily big enough for a Marine drop ship, and certainly plenty for a standard utility boat. That’ll allow us to control the coming and going. I like this better the more I think about it.

“As for how many will be interested in the offer, Commander, I wouldn’t worry about that.” He favored Lorna with a wry grin. “It’s been my experience that most LFS Navy personnel would happily bunk in a mud hut in the middle of a swamp if it offered them a chance to get off the ship for a while. As for Marines, they’d skip the mud hut and just hang a hammock from the nearest tree.”

* * *
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​

LFS Valkyrie, in Copper Hills Orbit

“For the moment, Mr. Singer, you’re the chief engineer.” Lieutenant Commander Lucas Harcourt didn’t appear happy about the situation. “Since our admiral, captain, and XO have all decided to go planetside, that puts me in the hot seat.”

“Yes, sir. I understand.”

Glen Singer didn’t see any reason to make an issue of it. Valkyrie was in a secure orbit in a friendly system surrounded by the cruisers and destroyers of her battle group. The standard anchor watch was in effect, which meant nothing much needed attention from either the captain or the XO—or for that matter, the chief engineer.

With the admiral, captain, and executive officer off the ship, Singer was inclined to relax—especially with Val watching over everything. It was his first time serving aboard a battlecruiser, and he was still getting used to all the ship’s systems being under AI supervision. Harcourt, however, never seemed to relax. Singer sometimes felt that the chief engineer resented Val’s oversight of what he regarded as his private domain. He also seemed to have a wild hair up his ass where Commander Greenwood was concerned, and that was really hard for Singer to understand. 

Glen Singer had been Werewolf’s chief engineer, and had acquired a healthy respect for Greenwood as his captain—especially after the New Eden affair. He’d been sure they were all going to die in that clusterfuck, but Greenwood had gotten them through. Then she’d turned around and dumped a load of heavy credit on him, for patching up the ship and holding it together while she kicked the enemy’s ass. Now both he and his former captain were down a notch in the pecking order—him to second engineer and her to exec—but that was okay. It was the size of the fish and the size of the pond thing, and Valkyrie was a much bigger pond than a light cruiser like Werewolf.

Unfortunately, in this pond, Harcourt was a bigger fish than Singer... so he simply smiled and nodded. Besides, if Harcourt wanted to call him “Chief Engineer” for a while, who was he to argue?

* * *
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It wasn’t enough that they brought Greenwood in over me. Harcourt brooded over a glass of Canadian whisky at the wardroom bar. Now they’re down there enjoying her hospitality. 

He’d heard the scuttlebutt: Greenwood was rich, Greenwood had been Admiral Ling’s protégé even before Ling had become CEO, Greenwood was some kind of princess where the Akara were concerned. She had a chest full of medals, true, but that, in Harcourt’s opinion, was always cause for suspicion. She’d been given two ships to command and had gotten both of them shot out from under her, both times with heavy crew casualties. Those medals and ribbons had been paid for in blood, but it wasn’t her blood. In his opinion, she was nothing but a glory-seeker, willing to trade on her grandmother’s name and throw her crews into the fire to advance her career. 

Harcourt had never held a command of his own. The only way to such a command from the engineering track was through the chief engineer’s slot, and then executive officer. He’d gotten the first, and had had great hopes for the second—he had plenty of time-in-grade for promotion to full commander—but Greenwood had robbed him of that.

Well, fine... if they want to play politics, I can do that. Obviously, just doing an excellent job isn’t enough to earn advancement.

* * *
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​

Hall of the Heart, Capital City, Planet Copper Hills

“It is not that we question your abilities, Ambassador.” Heart of the Copper Hills, to Benson’s surprise, spoke perfect English—or the high-frequency version of it that the AHSI could shift down to her own hearing range. 

“It’s simply that Ambassador Stokes has much experience in dealing with us, interpreting our motives and intentions, and presenting our concerns to your people. At the moment, we have a rather delicate matter to discuss with your people—a matter we might have postponed for a bit, but this change is upon us. We have decided to bring it up now, while he is still here to assist you and... clarify things, as needed.”

“I understand, Your Majesty.” Benson nodded. Stokes had advised her that the title of royalty was an appropriate form of address, since Heart was the absolute ruler of the planet. “We assumed it was a matter of great importance when we were told that you wished to meet with us in person, rather than through your foreign minister.”

She nodded and made the appropriate gesture of deference to the other Akara, seated at the Lizard King’s left. She tried to keep her presentation smooth and calm; she hoped she was getting the body language right. Thank God for all those lessons from Greenwood on the trip out, she thought for the tenth time.

“Indeed.” Heart also nodded to his subordinate. “Speaker advised me I should do so to convey that very message. Now, to the issue. I must ask: are you aware of the legend of the Progenitors?”

Benson glanced at Stokes, who’d suddenly become very attentive. He looked at her and nodded—she’d discussed the subject with him and with Greenwood. It was significant to understanding the relationship between Luna and Copper Hills.

“Yes,” she replied. “The legend purports to explain why human civilizations are found on many planets, though no one seems willing to tell us just how many there are. To date, we have found two of them other than our own. It was you who told us about the first of them—the planet we call New Eden. Since then...” She presented the spread-hands gesture the Akara interpreted as a shrug.

Heart’s forked tongue flicked out and quivered, the Akara equivalent of a grin. 

“Yes, I know. Since then, we have refused to tell you of any more of them. That, however, is about to change... assuming we can reach an agreement on the matter.” 

* * *
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​

LFS Valkyrie, in Copper Hills Orbit

Lorna Greenwood had returned to her post aboard Valkyrie, having been summoned by the admiral.

“I don’t need you as Walter’s XO,” Tanaka had explained. “I need your advice as an acknowledged expert on the Akara in general, and the Copper Hills clan in particular.”

Just two hours after her arrival, a shuttle from the capital city had delivered Carlton Stokes and Helena Benson for a meeting with the admiral. In addition to Lorna, Tanaka had invited Simms and Commander Collingswood, her chief of staff, to attend. She had told none of them what the meeting was about, leaving it to the Diplomatic Corps people to explain.

* * *
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“That’s... incredible,” Tanaka said. “Just like that, out of the blue, they dump another human civilization in our laps. Why?”

“Because they have an interest in the planet in question.” Stokes shrugged. “They intend to pursue that interest, but want to make sure that we don’t think they’re exploiting the humans there.”

“I caught a hint that there are other human planets out there where the Akara have a presence.” Benson’s brow wrinkled in a look of puzzlement. “They still aren’t telling us about those. What’s so special about this one?”

“This one may be claimed by the Copper Hills clan,” Lorna speculated. “The others may not be.”

“Claimed?” Benson raised an eyebrow.

“The Akara call themselves ‘The People’ and think of themselves as a unified group,” Lorna explained, “but in fact, they are twenty or more different clans, spread over two dozen planets. There may be more than that, but we haven’t made contact with them yet. They’ve been exploring and expanding their territory for centuries, but clans don’t claim territory—other than the clan’s home system—in the traditional sense. 

“The first clan to discover a new resource—planet, star system, whatever—can file a claim to it with their Council of Hearts. At that point, it becomes available to any clan that wants to exploit it, but only with permission of, and under terms dictated by, the discoverer clan. In short, that clan becomes the gatekeeper and the administrator of the resource, but they don’t ‘own’ it. It belongs to ‘The People,’ but the discoverer has broad power of control and can require a share of profits from any other clan that exploits it.”

“Exactly.” Stokes nodded. “Though we didn’t figure it out until much later, that was the case with New Eden. The Copper Hills clan discovered it, but didn’t find anything there worth the hassle of taking it away from the Otuka. All the same, that gave Heart of the Copper Hills a pass when he decided to violate their rule about not telling humans about other humans.”

“This planet, however—” Benson’s brow wrinkled in sudden understanding “—does have something they want: heavy metals worthy of major mining efforts. This time, they don’t have to worry about the Otuka, but—given our tendency to deal harshly with people who exploit other humans—they want to run it by us first. Essentially, they’re asking our permission to proceed.”

“And that,” Stokes said with finality, “is a matter that’s above my pay grade.”

“Mine, too.” Tanaka grimaced. “Fortunately, there’s an e-boat in orbit that’ll be departing for Luna shortly. I think we have a report to write, one that’ll need to go directly to Admiral Ling.”

* * * * *
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18 November 2113

Little Kilder Marine Base, Planet Tatanna, Sacagawea System

“Corporal Jefferson reporting, ma’am!” Darius Jefferson stood at attention and delivered a sharp salute.

“At ease, Jefferson... come on in.” Lieutenant Colonel Nova Sakura smiled. The big Marine just about filled the doorway of her office and actually needed to duck his head to enter.

“Have a seat.” She waved at the chair in front of her desk. “I hear you finally got your orders to go back home.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said with a grin as he took the indicated seat. “The rest of the platoon left about three weeks ago. I guess my orders got delayed because I joined the outfit in the middle of the war. They didn’t have a record of me on the original list.”

Nova nodded. Jefferson had been a “Fleet” Marine, assigned to the destroyer Lynx during the initial part of the crusade to kick the Bugs off Tatanna. When the ship was shot out of orbit, he’d ended up down on the planet and had been assigned to a platoon Nova had taken into combat in the capital city.

Most of the Marines who’d fought in the campaign had rotated back to Luna long ago. Nova had been surprised to find her old platoon still on the ground when she’d returned to the planet with a garrison battalion six months later. It had taken her almost a year to get Lunar Command to recall them.

“Have you got transportation set up yet?” she asked.

“No, ma’am. They told me the next Marine transport isn’t due for two weeks.”

“Bullshit.” She snorted. “You’ve waited too long already. There’s a destroyer headed home in three days. Let me call Commodore O’Hara and see if we can get you on it. That’ll get you home before Christmas. Can you be ready by then?”

“Yes, ma’am!” Jefferson’s grin got wider. “Thank you, ma’am.”

“Now... you wanted to see me. Major Wandrey said you had some intel I might be interested in.”

“Umm... well... yes, ma’am.” Jefferson hesitated. “Well, you see, ma’am... I was down at the Woodsman’s Well with some of the guys and... well, you know they have those girls there...”

“Now, Jefferson, relax.” Nova gave him a wide grin. “The Constitution says even Marines have a right to privacy. You don’t have to tell me any of the, ah... personal details.”

When Nova had established the base for her Marine battalion in the wilderness area along the Little Kilder river, the only habitation in the area had been a logging camp about two kilometers away. The camp had featured a combination inn, tavern, and general store that existed primarily to serve the loggers. She’d reluctantly allowed her Marines to visit the place on liberty passes, with the admonition that if there was any trouble with the locals, it would be declared off limits.

She needn’t have worried. Within a month after the Marines had settled in, Tatannan entrepreneurs had arrived and constructed not one, but two entertainment venues specifically to cater to the Marines. Located less than half a klick from the main gate of the base, the two saloons featured an assortment of brewed, distilled, and fermented local beverages, as well as live music and other forms of entertainment. They also provided a staff of attractive young females willing to provide personal services in an effort to separate the Marines from local currency drawn against their pay accounts.

The Woodsman’s Well was the less rowdy of the two venues, which meant the ladies usually kept their clothes on until they took their chosen Marine companions to the private rooms upstairs. Tatannans were, for the most part, an uninhibited bunch, and the Marines at the other saloon—the Targon’s Cave—had introduced the concept of striptease to the planet. 

The local society was, however, patriarchal. The concept of female soldiers was not yet in their social playbook, so the entertainments provided by the two night spots were mostly geared toward male tastes. Marines are taught to adapt and overcome; many female Marines simply made the slightly longer trip to the logging camp, to enjoy the company of the local lumberjacks. 

All things considered, Nova was pleased to discover how little trouble the arrangements caused her. The Marines were only looking for a good time, and the Tatannans were determined to give it to them—for a suitable fee. All concerned came away happy with the exchange. Occasional appearances by Marine MPs, assigned to what she called “Town Patrol” duty, kept mayhem to a minimum.

* * *​
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“It’s not anything like that, ma’am,” Jefferson insisted. “I don’t mess with the tavern girls. I’ve got somebody back on Luna... well, not exactly a girlfriend, but...”

“OK, I understand,” she assured him, waving off his explanation. 

I imagine that’s a big disappointment for the locals, though, she thought. Tatannans were a homogeneous lot, light tan in skin color, with brown-to-auburn hair, mostly brown-eyed, and rarely more than 165 centimeters in height for males, 155 for women. While they tended to be on the stocky side, most weren’t particularly heavy.

Jefferson, by contrast, was a rich mahogany brown in color, just over two meters tall, and massed somewhere around 120 kilos of solid muscle. Add to that a deep, baritone voice worthy of an opera singer, and she imagined he had to make a real effort to fend off the ladies when he went downtown. Hell, he’s probably had propositions from a few female Marines, for that matter. 

“OK... so continue,” she prompted.

“Well, these two girls came over to our table—I mean, not actually girls, maybe in their late twenties—and they just sat down and started talking to us. That’s the way they do it there, they don’t wait to be invited, so that’s not what got my attention. What surprised me was that they both spoke almost perfect English. They had a slight accent, but they were really good. I know some people on Luna who don’t speak it that well.”

“Not so surprising anymore.” Nova shrugged. “We’ve had people on this planet for years, dealing with them on a covert basis. It’s been more than a year since the Bug War, and we’ve been here in force, in the open, since then. A lot of Tatannans are beginning to realize that we’re here to stay and that we bring opportunities with us. 

“Learning our language gives them an advantage in doing business with us. Some of our embassy people in the King’s City are making money on the side, teaching English to those who want to learn.”

“OK... I guess that explains it,” Jefferson said, “but there was still something strange about them. I said they spoke with an accent, but one of them sounded... well, kind of different. 

“I speak a little Tatannan—not really well, but enough to hold a conversation. When they spoke to each other, I could pick up what they were saying, but the one girl still had an accent. I mean... she actually seemed to speak English better than she spoke Tatannan. I started thinking about her accent, and... I don’t know, maybe I’m wrong, but it sounded almost like French.”

Suddenly Nova sat up, her brow wrinkled in concentration. “Tell me more,” she ordered.

“Well, that’s about it, except that she was pretty tall for a Tatannan woman, and her hair was darker than most. But... wait a minute... I’ve got a picture.” He fished his personal pad out of his pocket.

“She was kind of nuzzling up to Private Tomlinson, and I told them to pose for the picture. That was another weird thing: she didn’t make the usual fuss about photos like some of them do—you know, the ‘magic picture’ thing—just acted like it was no big deal.”

He displayed the picture, and Nova studied it carefully. “Yeah... you’re right. Her hair’s darker, and she’s a little thinner than the average Tatannan. Not that far off the norm, but noticeable. Can you drop a copy of that picture on me?” She pulled out her own pad to receive it.

“Yes, ma’am.” Jefferson tapped his pad to set up the transfer. “I’ve also got a shot of the other girl—took it when she wasn’t looking. Do you want that one?”

“Send it. I don’t recognize either of them, but I think I know someone who will.”

* * *
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Black Targon Inn, King’s City 

“That was an interesting interlude.” Liri Diranu took a delicate sip from her glass of wine. “This, however, is where we really need to be.”

“Here?” Francine “Franky” Goulet looked around the common room of the inn, crowded with traveling merchants and local businesspeople taking advantage of the buffet-style midday meal. Diranu and Goulet had a table in the corner, out of the way of foot traffic.

“This place will just be our base. Baron T’Brano—the owner—owes much to Duke T’Corsa and will provide us with lodging and meals. I expect we will spend most of our time, however, at other establishments, perhaps near the sky ship landing place.”

“The spaceport,” Goulet advised with a smirk. There were still a few gaps in Diranu’s English vocabulary.

“Spaceport... thank you.” She returned the smirk. “In any case, we will look for places frequented by the sky people—the ‘Moonies,’ as you call them. The Marines were an interesting bunch, but I don’t think we would have learned much of value to North Coast. We will want to know about trade, dealings with the Crown, things like that—things that can only be found here in the King’s City.”

And just maybe. I might make contact with the Confederacy’s Trade Mission, Goulet thought. She’d come here as an agent of the Confederacy, but that hadn’t worked out very well. Now, she was working for Asral T’Corsa, Duke North Coast, but she wasn’t sure where that was going to lead. Contact with the Confeds would let her keep her options open.

Besides, some day she might decide she wanted to return to Earth... preferably not in the brig of a Moonie warship with a charge of interstellar espionage hanging over her head.

* * *
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LFS Navajo, in Tatanna Orbit

“Congratulations, John... I think.” Commodore Rebecca Ling’s image on the screen wore a wry grin. “I’m sure Fleet would call this a step up, but you’ve done well with squadron command. Now you’re going back to a single ship again.”

“A single battlecruiser, ma’am.” John O’Hara’s grin was wide and unapologetic. “Last time I checked, that also comes with the title of flag captain for an entire battle group.”

“And an admiral looking over your shoulder,” she reminded him with a snort.

“Well, gosh... as opposed to having a commodore who’s senior to me looking over my shoulder instead.” O’Hara’s grin didn’t fade. “Though, honestly, that hasn’t been as bad as I might have expected. It’s been a good assignment. I’ll miss Navajo, and I’ll miss CruRon 2. I hope Wilcox appreciates what a finely-tuned squadron and flagship he’s getting.”

“I hope so, too,” she replied. “You’ve done a fine job out here, but it’s time to go back home. Wilcox won’t be here for another week, and you’ll need to spend some time bringing him up to speed. When are you due to report to your new command?”

“Not until late February.” He shrugged. “Apparently, Valkyrie’s on a deep space mission and won’t return to Luna until then. Anyway, after I get Wilcox settled in, I’m still looking at three weeks in hyper to get home—assuming I can catch an e-boat. It’ll take longer if I have to ride with a warship that’s rotating back.”

“We’ll work that out,” she assured him. “Don’t worry about it. I can’t let you be late for your new command.”

* * *
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Little Kilder Marine Base, Planet Tatanna

“You made a good catch on this one, Colonel.” Ambassador Wilkerson nodded, a look of smug satisfaction on his face. “I took those pictures to the high sheriff. Our notorious Mr. Bromby is still in residence—still learning the language, in training for the Crown’s service. When Sir Regas showed him the pictures, he immediately identified the first woman.”

Beacher Bromby, expatriate Australian and former Confed agent, had arrived on Tatanna secretly as part of a team whose mission was to contact Duke North Coast and foment revolution against King Arne. The duke, however, had responded by throwing the team leader off the tower of his castle, causing Bromby to make a hasty exit. Not wanting to return to Earth and explain the failure of his mission, he’d sworn allegiance to King Arne instead. Until now, he hadn’t known what had happened to the rest of his original team.

“She’s a French Canadian by the name of Francine Goulet—one of the Confed agents who landed on the planet with him. According to Bromby, she was a ‘field intelligence operative’—Mata Hari type, specializing in seducing the enemy to gather information. He says if she’s running around loose now, she probably made some kind of deal with the duke and is working for him.”

“Credit one of my Marines for the ‘good catch’ this time, Ambassador. He told me she spoke English better than she spoke Tatannan. Looks like he was also right about the French accent.”

“Credit him for one more bit of good intel, Colonel.” The ambassador’s face now showed a grin on the screen. “The sheriff recognized the second woman. She was a member of the palace serving staff for several years, eventually becoming a personal maid to Princess Myrel.”

Nova’s jaw dropped. Myrel was King Arne’s first wife, officially the princess consort whose husband ruled the entire planet. 

“Then she learned English...?”

“Right! From our people—studied right alongside the princess, by invitation. Myrel trusted her completely. Then, just after the end of the war, she disappeared. The sheriff had just taken out the leader of a major spy ring in the city, and he thinks she was a member of that ring. Guess who they were supposed to be spying for.”

“Oh, gosh... that’s a tough one.” Nova snorted. “Duke North Coast? Just a wild guess, you understand.”

“You’ve got it... and now we find her hanging around with another known spy last seen in North Coast’s company. More importantly, they’re hanging around one of our own military bases.”

“Not anymore, it seems.” Nova grimaced. “The Marine in question is about to ship out for Luna, but I asked him to follow up. He says neither of them has been seen at the tavern in the past few days. He asked about them, but the barkeep said they left, and he didn’t know where they went.

“I’ve passed the word to my own intel people to be on the lookout for them—wasn’t sure what you would come up with, but I thought it was worth a follow-up. Now I know it was, but they’ve slipped away. If we happen to come across them again, I’ll let you know, but it’s a big planet.”

“It is, but the sheriff will be looking for them. He’s got better assets at his disposal than we have for something like that. He’s also very happy that we spotted them and came directly to him. He sends his personal thanks to you.”

“Tell Sir Regas we’re happy to be of service,” Nova replied with a grin, “and tell him he owes me a brew next time I’m in the city.”

* * * * *
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