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  Prologue


Quadrant: Coalition

Station: Farokk Station
Location of the Coalition Academy





Turner Boone had been planning this moment for months: this game, this strategy, this move. In a few more minutes, his winnings would buy his freedom off this wretched station and a path away from the pressures of the Coalition Academy. 
The audience surrounding the player platform was dimly lit and silent. Boone’s body surged with adrenaline. If he were caught this far from his cadre, especially gambling, he would spend his life in a Coalition prison, and the months preparing for this victory and its reward would have been wasted.
A hulking, pale figure moved among the crowd into Boone’s peripheral view. Straining to ignore the man, he kept his eyes and his mind trained on the board, waiting for—
The lights flashed blue. Boone twitched. His opponent, Calaren, leaned forward. Studying Calaren’s tactics secretly from the Academy had been challenging but worthwhile, because Boone had the master on the run. It was move 120, and Boone had predicted Calaren would use the opportunity to rally all his pieces onto either the upper or lower deck of the holographic game board, a move that was only permitted every twenty intervals. In this case Boone predicted the lower deck based on the current position of Calaren’s remaining pieces. Boone had been playing to set up this classic Calaren move.
The lights flashed red. Calaren and Boone worked their pieces frantically, using several fingers to move multiple pieces at once. The lights flashed green, and their hands came off the board. Unlike many other strategy games, appote opponents did not take turns; the computer told them when they could move and when to stop, when and how to assess penalties, and every other regulatory function. 
The scores had not finished tallying when the random red lights flashed again. Boone snatched every piece Calaren hadn’t rallied to the bottom board, and Calaren raced to move his pieces into a defensive front. Calaren had played exactly as predicted. Green flashed, the players stopped, and only the numbers moved, rolling upward in Boone’s favor. 
The crowd that had gathered to watch boy versus master held its collective breath.
Blue flashed, and now Calaren flinched, showing his own anticipation. It might be anywhere from one to sixty seconds before the next red light. Boone was ready, plotting several moves ahead, forecasting and planning for contingencies. This was the moment he had waited for. For the past eight months, Boone had practiced all the masters’ tactics to learn their advantages and drawbacks. He applied their rallying strategies in his simulations at the Coalition Academy, and he spent countless hours memorizing and planning techniques to undo these appote masters—and his cohorts in the C.A.—one at a time.
Each win put him closer to his goal. The winnings from this match, with his prior accumulation of stakes in a private account, would certainly allow him to buy passage off Farokk Station, away from the Coalition Academy, and far from this oppressive side of the galaxy.
Speaking to a man in a black uniform in the front row, the pale man now stood close to the platform. Boone glanced at the big man's ashen face, his hair a platinum crop of spikes. The contrast of dark blotches on his neck and forearms separated his head from his light gray attire. He was not Navy, but something else entirely, and Boone felt uneasy with him standing so close to the platform.
The lights flashed red. Caught off guard but no less prepared, Boone scrambled again to position his own pieces above Calaren’s in what should have resulted in a quick path to victory. The green flashed, and he stopped, angry at himself. It was unfortunate timing. The hesitation relinquished a few positions, and now his hand was played. Before the next red, Calaren would know Boone’s scheme and dig his defense even deeper, maybe plan a new offense. So certain had he been that this move would work, Boone had not prepared a contingency. He scrambled for an idea.
Red. Hands flashed, exchanging bets among audience members, and exchanging pieces on the board. Boone knew Calaren was recalculating his rally based on Boone’s current positions and where he thought Boone would go with them this round, so Boone swapped a few unimportant pieces and repositioned only those that would maintain their position over Calaren’s. It was risky and spontaneous, but it accomplished what Boone, in desperation, had hoped it would. The master was confused.
Points ticked up, this time in favor of Calaren, as Boone’s moves appeared to be insignificant to the computer. Although Calaren was preparing for an attack, Boone saw an opportunity for a strike of his own that would bring him closer to victory. For all the planning in the galaxy, somehow a little spontaneity had worked wonders.
By the third following green flash, Calaren saw his defeat. He sat back, shook his head, shrugged off the consolation of his entourage, and then stood to shake Boone’s hand. 
Having just defeated one of his own heroes, Boone absorbed the moment. This man had no idea that his own tactics saved Boone’s life—as long as he wasn’t caught here.
When Boone turned to leave, the man in the black uniform stepped up to him, eyeing his cadet uniform and name tag. Boone’s heart rate spiked, but he tried to appear calm. The game had gone on too long, and Boone risked arriving late for morning muster.
“Cadet Boone,” the man said, grinning, “that was an outstanding match.”
Boone let out some of the breath he was holding, but only nodded. This man was not here to arrest him, but a conversation was the last thing he needed.
The man extended a hand. “I’m General Greming. It wasn’t too long ago I was doing much the same thing, trying to buy passage out of the Academy.”
Frozen, Boone remained silent. How had he known? If this general had figured it out in a few minutes, his superiors would also discover his secret. But he had long since learned how to keep his mouth shut when he was in trouble. He glanced around for an escape.
“I could use a good mind like yours on my crew,” the man continued. “I won’t even charge you passage. You can earn it as a junior officer, learning from genuine work instead of simulations. Make your own path in life.”
“I’m in enough trouble already if I don’t get back to the South Wing right now,” said Boone.
Greming nodded. “We’re docked at zero-nine-delta-nine if you change your mind. A pleasure to meet you, in any case.” He extended his hand again.
Boone shook it briefly, then shouldered his way through the crowd to the nearest exit.







  
  01 The Net


Quadrant: Penumbra

Ship: Lupis, Leviathan Class Warship



Three years later.





A proximity alert chirped its warning across the command center. 
The ambient light dimmed automatically, brightening the displays that now glowed at several consoles. The officers in charge of those stations busied themselves with their practiced assignments. In the center of the room, a holographic sphere illuminated over the tactical war table, where images of the fleet’s ships resolved into contoured shapes.
Commander Boone glanced around from the corner console. Cold beads of sweat formed under his collar. The other officers were too busy to see him delete the program he was running.
He stood, ran his fingers through his short brown hair, tugged his uniform jacket taut, and walked across the room to the war table. 
Major Dudorr was already leaning into the holo to examine the three ships that had triggered the alarm. The highlighted contours of all the vessels in their vicinity etched glowing lines of light on his face. Dudorr appeared confused. 
Boone recognized the opposing ships at once. Seven revs at the Coalition Academy had burned a history of Coalition Navy ships and their standard formations firmly into his brain. These three, however, were relatively new, having only been in service for the past five.
Data streamed in from the bridge and other external sensors on displays around the table. Their own fleet of eight warships—three destroyers, four battleships, and their Leviathan Class capital ship—converged into a six-point defensive formation. They formed a star around the enormous Lupis. One battleship sat outside the formation. 
The three wedge-shaped ships that had appeared stopped twenty kilometers off the front ship’s bow.
Boone shivered from the droplets making their way down his back. He wasn’t sure if Dudorr was familiar with the three ships, but without General Greming’s presence in the command center, Boone didn’t dare speak up out of turn. It gnawed at his gut to know that each second of delay put them in danger.
Dudorr pinched his fingers, and the three Coalition ships enlarged, pushing the Lupis’s fleet out of view. Boone shoved his hands into his pockets and waited. “Kingship,” Dudorr said confidently. “Two drones. Should be easy to take out.”
“Just two?” came a voice from the command center’s only entrance. Boone turned around to see General Greming walk in, still fastening his black uniform jacket. “Where are the other twenty-two?”
With Greming present and aware of the problem, Boone's confidence surged. That Greming knew these ships and Dudorr didn’t was no surprise. “It’s a decoy,” Boone said. “We need to jump right now.”
“We can take three ships, Commander,” said Dudorr, crossing his arms over his chest. Boone was convinced that Dudorr had no idea what was about to happen. The major might have fifty years to Boone’s eighteen, but he was at a disadvantage when the Coalition’s newer vessels were involved.
Greming turned to Lt. Jamond, the combat control officer, and relayed the order to jump. But before he finished his sentence, the holo’s image snapped inward, revealing twenty new drones forming a sphere around their fleet. Two more drones flanked them beyond the rear point ship. A burst of data streaming in from the bridge lit up Jamond’s console.
Boone winced visibly. This was exactly what he was hoping to avoid. “They’ve captured us in a higgs net,” he said. “We can’t jump, and we can’t punch through because they’ll have a disabling field between the drones.” Now that they were trapped, Boone wished he had risked speaking up sooner. Not that Dudorr would have listened.
“General, the bridge says we can’t lock on to higgs coordinates beyond the drones,” said Jamond. “Also, the kingship is moving to board us.”
If being trapped in a higgs net by the galaxy’s most oppressive empire was not enough to make Boone's heart race, the thought of being exposed to a C.N. boarding party certainly did. He was not the only fugitive they would find on the Lupis. Greming’s life and many crewmen and officers were on the line, too. The Coalition had bio-identity scans of all their citizens, and those records did not disappear when someone defected.
Greming gave Dudorr a sideways glance, then turned to Boone, who snapped out of his momentary panic. “Did you work the kingship simulations at the Academy?” Greming asked.
Boone nodded.
“Good. Boone will call this,” he announced.
Stunned, Dudorr glowered at Boone as if he had stolen the rank insignia off Dudorr’s shoulder. Boone mostly understood why. The general had handed off the survival of the entire fleet to a young recruit with one-tenth Dudorr's experience. However, Greming’s judgment prevailed, and he hadn’t recruited Boone out of the C.A. for nothing. Boone lit up inside, excited to lead the battle rather than observe or merely contribute. In the past three years, these opportunities were rare. He would show Dudorr how capable he truly was.
The kingship had already traversed a quarter of the sphere on its way to the fleet’s front point ship. They had only minutes to make a move before the kingship arrived at the Lupis and docked.
Boone examined the holosphere, then closed his eyes to recall the scenarios he had faced at the C.A. in which the simulation involved a higgs net. The arrays that projected the anti-higgs field into the sphere were forward-facing and mounted on either side of the wedge-shaped drones. The concentration of all twenty drones’ field generators focused most strongly on the sphere’s center. That meant that if some of the drones turned, the anti-higgs field would lose strength close to those drones.
In their six-point defensive formation, the one extra battleship that was not on point was in a position they called the alpha, which happened to be situated closest to the drones. The Clandestine was currently at alpha. The battleship hosted over 200 men. Boone wished a smaller destroyer had been at alpha, because what he planned to do made him queasy. This was not a simulation. Real lives were at stake.
Before Boone voiced his plan, Dudorr jumped in. “I can’t imagine those tiny ships can outmatch ours. We have eight warships that are five times their size.”
Dudorr’s lack of imagination frustrated Boone. Dudorr’s old-school ideas were exactly what the kingship captains were trained for. “Look at their shape,” Boone said. “The wedge makes them a difficult target for direct fire, and the angle deflects most of what hits it.”
“We don’t have time to argue,” said Greming, never raising his voice. “Commander, what do you want to do?”
“Send the Clandestine to this gap here, between these drones.” Boone pointed to where four drones in the sphere hovered closest to the Clandestine. “If it penetrates with full cannons, the drones will be forced to return fire. When they turn to fire, it will weaken the net in that region.”
While Greming relayed the order, Dudorr leaned forward on the table, the glow from the holosphere exaggerating the impatience in his face. “Why not take out some drones and break the net?”
Boone kept his tone steady. “We will, but that is also exactly what they expect us to do.”
In the holo, the alpha broke formation and accelerated toward the spot where Boone had indicated. Lightning-fast plasma bolts burst out in front of it. As predicted, the nearest two drones returned fire and rotated to follow the alpha’s path. When the Clandestine reached the edge of the sphere between them, it decelerated abruptly to a stop. It continued firing at the nearest drones with all its batteries, forcing four drones to turn ninety degrees toward it. Boone quietly thanked a lucky star.
Pointing to the destroyer that had been nearest to the alpha, Boone said, “Accelerate the destroyer to here.” He drew his finger in front of the alpha’s starboard-side stern. “If they have coordinates plugged in, and they can lock outside the drones, they can jump immediately.”
“And if they don’t?” Dudorr tested him.
“They will.” Boone spoke with confidence, but it was false. If this didn’t work, the destroyer would be caught up in the fire between the alpha and the drones, and neither were going to win that fight against those wedge-shaped hulls and massive shield generators. They would be back to square one—and closer to being boarded.
The kingship was halfway across the space between the drones and the Lupis. A scar behind Boone’s ear itched.
In the holosphere, the destroyer’s outline darted toward the designated spot, and although its trajectory put it in line to ram the alpha, it vanished. Boone let out a long, quiet breath. It worked. “Send the rest in rapid succession before they figure out what we’re doing.”
Again, while Greming was relaying orders through Lt. Jamond, Dudorr pressured Boone. “You’re leaving us unprotected. We should go first.”
“We can’t. We’re going to have to make a bigger hole, or we’ll be ripped apart in a partial higgs field.” If the ship did not extend its higgs field around the entire ship, or if some parts of the ship were still within the anti-higgs field, only some of the ship and its occupants would transport through quantum space to a new destination. Usually, that meant anything from hull breaches to explosions. The hole they had created was large enough for a battleship, but Boone was not so sure it would work for a ship the size of the Lupis.
Greming must have heard the exchange because he warned the major to stand down. “This is Boone’s operation, and you’ll show some respect.”
Dudorr retreated to a shadow beyond the light of the sphere, and Boone was glad to be rid of him.
The kingship was now three-quarters of the way across the net, passing where the front point ship had been moments before. The alpha continued to blast its nearby drones with everything it had, but even in the holosphere, Boone saw it taking on damage. Its shields would only hold out for so long. A drone near the alpha vanished from the holo, indicating it had been destroyed. Boone hoped this would help enlarge the hole.
The remaining warships were lining up, accelerating almost in unison toward the escape point the alpha had formed. The first two jumped. 
Kingship captains were the most arrogant fleet commanders in the C.N., not because they were smart, but because their operations were nearly impossible to beat. Boone could almost hear this captain’s frustration—but then the kingship captain finally caught on. By the time the third ship arrived at the hole, the two drones from the flank moved inward with the intent to surround the space around the hole.
“Turn the keel battery on the kingship before it docks,” Boone said. He needed to distract and delay. “Ready to turn and jump. Fire at both these drones and at the kingship.” Greming hesitated, his brow rising. Attacking the kingship would incite drone fire from all directions. “We won’t be under fire for long,” Boone assured him, but another cold droplet of sweat trickled down his back.
A few seconds later the kingship was overwhelmed with plasma from the Lupis, most of which absorbed into its energy shield. The idle drones unleashed their own salvo, the streaks hurtling toward the Lupis.
The remaining ships approaching the hole took some damage but jumped out successively before the flank drones closed the hole.
Watching the Clandestine falter in the holosphere, Dudorr asked, “Are you going to leave the alpha to take all the heat?” His tone was only slightly less hostile.
“Yes. If alpha jumps we lose the hole.”
“If they don’t jump, we’ll lose the alpha.”
“They can take it,” Boone lied. 
In the holosphere, another one of the drones that had engaged the alpha disappeared. Outside the drone net, the three battleships that had escaped now returned, firing on the drones from the other side. Boone nodded to acknowledge the extra tactic from Greming. However, he didn’t think they would be able to free the Clandestine at this point. At best they would prevent the eight shifting drones from tightening the noose.
Despite the pressure from the plasma storm, the kingship was still on approach to the forward dock, and the flank drones were almost in place to close the hole. Of all the ships in either fleet, the kingship’s shields were the most powerful. Boone needed a way for the gargantuan Lupis to evade the smaller, nimble kingship. But Greming was already on it, saying into the interfacer hooked above his right ear, “Keep that kingship off our hull.” While the Lupis remained steady, the images in the holosphere began to spin sideways, then shot toward the alpha. They had turned and rolled, but the sudden complex motion in the holo forced Boone to turn away.
When he looked back, the contours of the Clandestine shifted. A new gap with new vertices and edges appeared near its midships. “We have to jump now,” said Boone. “Keep firing at the drones.” Although the Lupis might still be in the anti-higgs net, it was a risk they had to take. If the alpha broke apart, and the drones returned to their anti-higgs focus, they would all be taken prisoner, defector or not. 
There was a moment of disequilibrium. To Boone it felt like the sensation of waking suddenly from a dream. They were in new space, and there were no reports of damage.
The sphere showed the three destroyers and the Lupis. A moment later, the three battleships arrived.
“You knew the alpha was doomed the whole time,” said Dudorr.
“Did you want to get out of there?” Boone retorted, but he also retreated into himself. He was pushing his luck with Dudorr, who had the authority to make his life more miserable than usual.
Greming put his hand across the holo, ending the discussion. “Sacrifices are a mark of good leadership,” he said. Dudorr huffed away to stand over a crewman and turned his back to Boone. He was going to find a way to make Boone pay, for sure.
As the command center’s lights came up, the holosphere receded into the table. Boone leaned down on the war gaming table with both hands. The posture pressed his damp undershirt against his back. A knot throbbed in his stomach, tightening with each breath as he realized the weight that had been put on his shoulders by sacrificing the Clandestine.
Rationalizing it wasn’t helping. If he had tried to replace the alpha jump by pushing another battleship there, the Coalition would have used that time to change tactics. As long as the alpha had the drones engaged, the hole would be open. Its sacrifice had been the only option—but it was a huge sacrifice that left Boone feeling nauseous. It was not his first sacrifice, and if he wanted to command, he would have to expect more in the future, but he never felt right about it.
His eyes wandered to the displays reading out from the table. Their coordinates put them well into the Fringe Quadrant on the opposite side of the galactic core from the Coalition. They were near the Fringe-League border. There was no real border, only a few outlying civilizations that considered themselves members of the League’s relatively weak republic. From that border, through the Fringe and Penumbra to the Coalition border, the galaxy was a wild frontier.
Boone’s arms began to tremble, and he stood up to hide his nerves. Fringe space meant they were near Reia’s fleet, much too close to one of her operations for his stomach to ever relax. If they found Reia or any of her associates, thousands of innocent people would die. 
Behind him, the door slid open. Boone knew who it was without turning around. The crackling of static energy in the air preceded only one man. The warlord had come, and someone was going to pay.






  
  02 The Warlord


Quadrant: Fringe

Ship: Lupis




In the warlord's presence, all thoughts of Reia’s fleet and the people who died on the Clandestine sank from Boone’s heart to his navel, where they churned with the rising fear of imminent death—probably not his own, but one never knew. Boone’s scar burned, but he dared not move to relieve it.
Greming stood beside Boone. They both spun around, although Greming turned with professional grace, and Boone twisted with a clumsy spin on his heel that forced him to catch his balance on the table. All around the command center, the men leapt to their feet. Boone smelled the collective fear ionizing in Vindik’s aura.
Vindik was a big man, built entirely of physical strength. His frame engulfed the doorway, and he was just shy of needing to stoop to pass through it. His pale skin and platinum-white cropped hair were a distinct contrast to the darkness of the corridor beyond the door. In his right eye he wore a macabre mechanical construct, a series of lenses that shifted with his thoughts as much as his vision. It was not the physical presence that frightened most of the crew, but the ability he and others of the Saxen race had to manipulate gravity and the atoms around him. The dark, almost black blotches of skin on his neck and cheeks gave away his ancestry. The galaxy boasted few Saxen, but their genetically evolved senses let them see phenomena in ways no ordinary human could. With the flick of his wrist, he might snap you in half or burn you to death, depending on his mood.
Vindik did not charge in or express his fury physically. He growled at Greming in his deep, rumbling voice from the doorway. “How did this happen?” An accent added an unsettling lilt to the tremor.
His face passive, Greming replied, “It was unexpected, my lord. Pure chance.”
Vindik stepped into the command center, bringing the darkness with him. “I am aware it was unexpected!” he snapped. He reached out to his right, grabbed a crewman by the front of his uniform, and hauled him off the ground, nose-to-nose. It was Cherit, a reliable first-shift officer who never made waves. “This situation creates a problem,” Vindik said. Cherit, who had nothing to do with their discovery by the C.N., turned a shade of dark red. “This is why we obliterate our enemies!”
“We will take care of it,” said Greming, still calm—almost too calm.
Vindik threw Cherit back toward his station. Cherit crashed over his chair and, still flush, scrambled to pull himself up and return to attention. Boone exhaled. He had expected Vindik to break Cherit’s neck.
“They will be actively searching for us now,” said Vindik, stepping up to face Greming. “If we face the C.N., we destroy them. Understood?”
“We will take care of this,” Greming repeated more forcefully this time. 
In the static that pervaded the space around Vindik, Boone wanted to shrink under the war table. Greming might have been the only person on this ship who was immune to Vindik’s fury, but if he egged the warlord on, Boone was now the next available victim.
The two men stared at one another for a moment, something passing between them that Boone could not guess. Greming appeared relaxed, almost smug. He had dealt with the warlord’s wrath many times, which meant he must know how to defuse it.
Finally, Vindik spoke. “What was the damage?” he demanded.
“We lost a battleship and its crew, and we’re lucky that’s all it was,” said Greming. “They had the advantage and the technology to destroy us.” Boone held his tongue, as this wasn’t the full truth—the eight warships against the kingship fleet might have ended badly, but it was possible to have fought their way out with significant losses on both sides. That would have been the consequence of Dudorr’s strategy, had he called the battle.
Vindik grunted. His construct clicked through several lenses as he and Greming continued their stare-down. Greming did not yield. Vindik turned his head slightly, casting his glare at Boone. Boone took a cue from Greming and remained steady, expressionless, holding his breath unconsciously while his pulse thumped in his ears. Vindik turned back to Greming. “Do not let this happen again, or my airlocks will get plenty of use.”
With that threat hanging in the air, Vindik swept himself out of the command center, the static following him like a comet’s tail. The exhalation around the room was audible. The crewmen returned to their seats at their consoles, including Cherit, whose hands, Boone noticed, were trembling.
Greming was all business. “Major, Commander—briefing.” Boone followed him and Dudorr into the conference room on the far side of the command center. It was well lit, bright lights reflecting off the white and beige walls, which were beset with colorful displays, markings, maps, and other helpful items that inadvertently brightened it. It was more Reia’s style, although instead of war displays, she would have hung colorful art, paintings of nude people, weirdly shaped images of fruit… Boone shook his head to clear such memories and turned his focus to Greming, who sat at the head of the table. Dudorr sat on the opposite side of the table from Boone.
“What the hell just happened?” Greming demanded. His tone was less hostile than Vindik’s but no less icy.
“We have been camping in this spot for almost two weeks on your orders,” said Dudorr. The hair on Boone's neck prickled. It was not uncommon for the officers to test one another, as long as they obeyed the command structure in the end. “We’ve positioned ourselves here many times before, on your orders.”.
Greming did not take the bait. “It’s not the location that I’m concerned about,” he said evenly. “I am concerned that you weren’t paying enough attention to traffic in the trans-d network. You should have seen them coming.”
Boone had been filtering the trans-dimensional network, which operated on the same quantum principles as higgspace. It connected all populated regions of the galaxy, and all higgs travel could be tracked by coordinates if someone, like Boone, knew how to filter the signals. Boone had not been scanning for incoming coordinates, but deleting the coordinates of the fleet he was trying to hide. 
Boone watched Dudorr’s demeanor quickly freeze into a defensive posture. Dudorr’s head turned slowly toward Boone with eyes that pierced Boone’s quiet observational veil. “Weren’t you supposed to set up the detection screening, Commander?”
Caught off guard, Boone stumbled for words. “I—” Greming was watching him. He couldn’t recall if he had been given that order, which meant he probably hadn’t. “I believe you would have given that order to Lassot,” Boone said. Lt. Lassot was the officer in charge of communications and sensors.
Greming turned back to Dudorr, who continued to stare at Boone. His face red, Dudorr said, “I’ll have a talk with Lassot.”
Greming said, “Don’t let it happen again. I know you’re aware of the consequences. And be sure to brief Spresic and Kettan. I’m sure they won’t want to make the same mistake on their commands.” Preparing to leave, Greming stood, and Boone and Dudorr stood as well. Boone followed Greming out to avoid getting caught in the room with Dudorr.
Greming left the command center, and as it was still the tail end of the first shift, Boone had to continue with his other duties, including assessing the tactics and outcome of the battle, and creating a report of casualties and damage. He made sure he appeared busy over the displays reading out from the war table. 
Dudorr emerged from the conference room only after several minutes passed. He went straight to Boone. “What were you doing when the proximity alarm went off? Should I go look at the logs?”
Boone pretended not to be fazed. “You’re welcome to, sir. I was running an inventory on weapons status and plasma levels.” Boone hoped it was still running.
Dudorr walked to the corner console and inspected the vis. “Were you going to give me a report, or just run it indefinitely in the background?”
“We were interrupted,” said Boone, trying unsuccessfully to force another “sir” from his lips. It sometimes made Dudorr less hostile if Boone acknowledged his superior. “I can run you a report right now.”
Leaving the report stream running, Dudorr brushed past Boone without another word and headed toward Lassot. Boone hoped he hadn’t hung Lassot out to dry.
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In the broad, circular flag bridge, Admiral Weden did not hide the disappointment she felt toward the kingship captain reporting to her on the large vis. She stood to face the vis rather than sit because it forced an authoritative posture that the embarrassed captain needed to see. 
This captain had botched an infallible operation, and he deserved to squirm. “I want your report immediately. Don’t leave out any details, including your own bad decisions.” If nothing else, the entire navy would learn from this rare failure.
Closing the comm, she turned to her XO. “I’ll be in my cabin,” she said. “Send the report there.”
In her spacious stateroom, where the gaps between the functional furnishings were too many extra steps, she poured herself a cocktail from a private stash in the galley and leaned against the countertop. Her supply was getting low, as was her confidence in the kingship captain. This situation was not going to go over well with her superiors. Too many problems had been creeping up on the Coalition-Penumbra transition region recently. The Penumbra was a sanctuary for undesirables, and they were getting bolder every generation. After three decades patrolling the galactic zone that served as a border, she thought she had seen the worst of them.
A kingship captain should never lose to rogue fleets with half the tactical knowledge of any Coalition Academy graduate. It was distasteful to even consider it. The blight would damage the captain’s reputation, and therefore her own.
The door chimed. Setting her drink on the counter behind her, she called to enter. The XO stepped only far enough into the doorway to prevent it closing behind him. “Sir, the report is on its way. I also have a response from Fleet Admiral Emret that the lost drones won’t be replaced for at least four weeks, and—”
“Four weeks?” Weden said loudly, which almost pushed into a yawn. The kingship fleet was able to operate with as few as eighteen drones to set up a net, if needed, but given the captain couldn’t do his job with twenty-four drones, it might be better to simply ground them. “Take them offline until we get replacements.” That meant crew, too. “Retrieve dossiers on drone pilots and engineers, since we’ll need to replace the ones we lost.” Speaking of lost crew, she realized she would have to prepare funerary arrangements so that the officers would receive a dignified send-off. If the kingship captain had been one of the lost, she might not want it dignified at all.
The XO nodded and retreated into the hallway. When the door closed, Weden retrieved her drink.
Across the long room, the console light flashed, indicating a transmission. Weden took her glass and sat back to view the report. It was long but direct, reading like a play-by-play of the incident. The captain’s actions followed every protocol until the first ship jumped. His inability to adapt to the situation was clear. He was too slow approaching the capital ship, and he had not been recording transponder signatures—a vexing oversight. After the seven ships vanished, he returned to procedure with the disabled ship, but it was destroyed. The kingship fleet lost two drones and others bore minor damage. All told, a minor loss to the fleet, but a major loss to Weden’s pride.
Despite her frustration, from what she surmised, the captain had done most of what was expected given the circumstances. He was plainly outwitted. Outwitted by vagabonds. Insulting.
Weden took a sip from her drink, inhaling the notes of caramel and smoke. Earlier she had issued an order for salvagers to reclaim any technology from the wreckage, and their reports were also coming in. The battleship, it appeared, had been stolen from a C.N. shipyard six revs earlier. The salvagers had not yet found any survivors—another misfortune. She wanted an interrogation to learn more about this rogue fleet.
Opening a comm, she dispatched a message to Commodore Shantz, a rear admiral in command of the Cinbrade, one of her fleet’s two interceptors. The interceptor had the technology to trace higgs-jump signatures after a ship relocated to another part of space.
When Shantz appeared on the vis, Weden said, “Rendezvous with the Sovereign. We have a target to track down.”
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At the end of first shift, Boone retreated to his tiny, spartan stateroom to use the cleanser and change into a dry shirt. He pulled a dark gray sweater over it, the standard issue for off-duty personnel. His room consisted of a recessed bed with storage cabinets above it, a cleanser to one side, a wardrobe on the other side, and a small console for personal entertainment in the corner by the cleanser door. Boone never used the console for entertainment, which he believed was a waste of his time. Instead, he used it to keep a finger on the pulse of the ship. 
On most days Boone preferred to grab a nutrition bar from the dispensers in the deck six wardroom, but today he wanted to find Cherit.
On his way out, he grabbed his interfacer, which fit snugly over his right ear—over the scar where his Coalition implant had been removed. The facer performed many of the tasks the implant had once provided, and many that it did not. Data streamed directly to his auditory and visual cortices. When off duty, he often scanned the streams. There was information he wanted to know, and if certain types of data came through, he would need to react accordingly. There had been no opportunity to ensure the deleted coordinates had not been restored, and he was not able to do it from his own console or facer, or it would give him away. 
As the hub of the wardroom, the officer’s mess was one of the brighter rooms on the ship. Men in black uniforms and gray sweaters sat at dozens of round tables, making it difficult to distinguish one man from another. Boone walked through the dining area to the back of the line and scanned each face. He spotted Cherit at a full table. Stepping out of line, he weaved a path to the table.
Everyone’s plate but Cherit’s was empty. One of the officers poured himself and the others a glass of synthetic vino. Cherit stiffened as Boone approached.
“How are you doing?” asked Boone.
“It’s not the first time he’s barged in there,” said Cherit, giving Boone a sour look.
“You didn’t deserve that,” said Boone. No one did.
The others at the table had stopped their chatter and were listening, each with a hand on his wine glass. Embarrassed, Boone flushed, feeling like he was apologizing for a madman’s rampage.
“You wait,” said Cherit. “It’ll be you sometime. And he might not be merciful.”
“You’ve been here long enough to know that,” said the man next to Cherit. Boone did not know the man’s name, only his face. He was right—in the three revs Boone had been on the Lupis, he had seen many people die by Vindik’s hand, and not only their so-called enemies.
Boone glanced around the table at the officers’ somber faces one more time. These were good men who did not have chips on their shoulders about Boone’s rapid promotion from nobody to commander. But they were not friends. “Have a good second,” he said, referring to second shift, which for all the first-shift officers was evening.
Grabbing a nutrition bar after all, he made his way back to his stateroom and lay back on the edge of his bed. Some days—most days—he hated these people and their toxic attitudes. At least at the C.A. the idealism of youth held the cynicism at bay. He couldn’t blame Vindik’s crew, though. They were all trapped here, waiting for the day someone “removed” Vindik from power. Then they might all be free. He wondered if he would become like them over time, jaded and defeatist, or if he would be able to make his way out. Escape. Like Reia did.
Boone did not know how long Reia had been on the Lupis before she fled. He did know it had been more than three years, and yet she hadn’t become as bitter and discouraged as the rest of the crew, perhaps because she had also been planning her escape. Ships went missing, and shipyard raids to acquire new ones never returned. Boone knew where they had all gone, along with small contingents of crew, captains, families… She had many people helping her prepare for her escape. He had only himself and a flimsy plan that would likely never see action.
Now he had to make sure she would never be found by Vindik, because she was the only place he had left to go if he could somehow work it all out.
Before he could undress, a comm indicator flickered in the facer. He was wanted in the command center.
Expecting to report the details of the battle to the second-shift commander, Spresic, Boone passed through the CC into the conference room. To his disappointment, Major Dudorr was seated in his usual seat across the table, along with the three other command officers: Commander Nerinder, the field commander who always seemed worried Boone was going to take his job; Commander Spresic, the chief officer on second shift; and Commander Kettan, the third shift officer who would not be expected in the CC for another five hours. Greming was not present.
Boone sensed he was walking into an ambush. He took a seat at the table nearest the door. “What’s going on?” he asked.
“I hear you lost us a battleship today,” said Spresic. Boone braced himself for the onslaught of insults that were about to greet him, when Greming entered behind him. The four men stood up.
Waving them down, Greming said, “Spresic, what have you found?”
Spresic popped out of his chair and flicked his hand. A map of the Penumbra Quadrant of the galaxy displayed on the vis to Boone’s left. “We received intel that Terin Salec is camping in the M14 cluster.” He zoomed in as he spoke, revealing spots near a binary star system on the edge of a globular cluster. “We’re narrowing down the coordinates now.”
Boone winced. The knot that had finally begun to unravel now revived in his gut. The kingship debacle had interrupted his task, and now it was on display. Salec’s coordinates were revealed. Boone hoped no one would discover that he had tried to delete them and their source. He would have to ride this one out or find some other way to sabotage it.
“Vindik is going to want a slow, painful death on Salec,” said Kettan.
“You mean he’d like a chance to strike first,” said Nerinder. “He only has one eye left to shoot out.” Boone remembered that day, when he was fresh out of the C.A. The slug passed through Vindik’s orbital socket and out through the temple, somehow missing the brain. That was how Vindik came by the construct in his eye.
Nerinder and Kettan looked at Boone, but he could not read their faces. “What? He didn’t die,” said Boone. Boone had jumped into action and, with a medic, stabilized Vindik. Afterward, Boone garnered some favor with the big man. However, he also understood that “favorites” led to derision, and that “favorites” were equally subject to Vindik’s wrath—everyone except Greming, who was studying the map.
If Boone had known then what he knew about the warlord now, he would have let him die. He suspected they all secretly wished he had let Vindik die, but no one would say it out loud. Back then, Vindik was less volatile and often attempted to conduct business for his boss, Baisen. Vindik had a sense of purpose, something other than wanton vengeance. But underneath, the madman was raging, biding his time to kill Baisen and take over the fleet.
That was why Reia fled. He was going to kill her, too.
Boone pulled himself from these thoughts. The other officers were content to press on with hostilities. “It seems simple enough,” said Nerinder. “Surround them, force Salec to cave, and then take their ships.”
“Or,” Spresic countered, “he’ll want to annihilate the lot of them.” Dudorr and Kettan nodded.
Greming turned around. “Major, make plans to capture. If they resist, we’ll destroy Salec’s ship. We should try to take the cargo.” Dudorr stood, ready to begin planning.
After all his efforts to hide Salec’s fleet, Boone could not stand by and let them kill Salec’s family and any other innocents. A plan was forming in his head—a dangerous plan, but one that he would be able to manipulate in his favor. Boone raised his hand and said, “Wait.” All eyes turned to him as if surprised he was still in the room. “Isn’t Salec one of Reia’s business partners?”
“What about it?” asked Kettan.
Boone regretted what he was about to say, but if nothing else, speaking it aloud affirmed to the others that his loyalties lay with Vindik. “If he’s had recent contact with Reia, the coordinates will be in his logs. If we delay destroying him, the groovers can scrape the logs while we’re in proximity.”
“Do you really think Vindik will wait?” Spresic asked, the skepticism clear in his tone.
Greming asked, “How long would that take?”
“About thirty minutes.” Boone was still discerning how they might delay Salec for that long. All Salec would have to do is jump until the larger ships ran out of gurelium to chase him. He looked at the map. Next to the dots were the names of Salec’s ships. The most prominent one was the Ensendar, a cruiser. Most of the other ships had cargo designations.
“Salec won’t wait around,” said Greming.
“We have to play him. Maybe we can negotiate trade for some of his cargo.”
“He still won’t stick around,” said Dudorr. “And we could just take it.”
“We might confuse Salec,” suggested Boone. “Last time he traded with our fleet, it was with Baisen and Reia. Send an envoy to talk in person. Whether it goes well or badly, we’ll have time.”
Greming looked at each man’s face. “I doubt Vindik will agree to it.”
Boone scrambled for another idea. “Wouldn’t he like to kill Salec with his bare hands? So much more satisfying. A chance to strike first.” He nodded at Nerinder, but the words tasted like salt on his tongue. “He didn’t get a chance to use his talents last time.”
Greming stared at the map again. He turned to Dudorr. “Major, continue with your plans. See what we can do to keep the freighters intact.” Boone sank into his chair. A lot of innocent people were going to die, but that was the way of it. Greming dismissed the others but held Boone back. “I don’t think your idea will fly,” he said, “but it might be worth proposing. Come.”
They walked a long path through the maze of corridors running throughout the ship. Many of the latter corridors were unfamiliar to Boone. As they walked, Greming said, “Magician to D-Four.”
Because he was wearing his facer, a hexagonal game board materialized in one of his streams. On the board were shaped figures, pieces that represented people that Boone and Greming often encountered. The board hexes themselves represented situations as well as positions. The “magician,” indicating Vindik, was now in a hex denoting a black hole—the unknown. In this game they took turns, regardless of the timing. It had been Greming’s turn. Boone did not need to respond immediately.
It took two separate lifts on opposite ends of the ship to arrive at Vindik’s quarters. Boone had never been there. He imagined Vindik lived in a simple stateroom like his own, stark and functional, but perhaps larger and with more amenities. As Boone followed Greming into the foyer, he was stunned. The “room” was as broad as a hangar bay, lit with an ambient golden light. Straight ahead, a giant viewport cut into the hull, but it reflected the bright interior rather than exposing the stars outside. On either side of the foyer were smaller, enclosed rooms, shorter than the overall ceiling, but higher than necessary, like buildings facing an open walkway. Four small trees, two on each side, grew in oversized planters where the rooms joined. Six rooms in all, an open courtyard between, and the galaxy beyond. It was a personal luxury like nothing Boone had ever seen, even when Reia lived on board—and he could not fathom what the warlord did with all this space.
Vindik approached them with less of his earlier passion. A faceless humanoid androne called a Semii followed a meter behind him. The Semii’s mechanical joints and skulking walk reminded Boone of an armored skeleton. It carried a small, empty platter in one palm.
Resisting the urge to rub the scar behind his ear, Boone straightened up and readied his plan. He had spoken with Vindik many times before, but not usually so soon after an outburst. Vindik’s demeanor one-on-one ranged from rational to subdued, and at those times, Boone internalized his anxiety. He had, after all, saved this man’s life once—and today he had saved Vindik’s fleet. He should have nothing to fear.
“What could you not say through a comm?” Vindik asked.
“I don’t want this conversation overheard,” said Greming. “We found the Ensendar, and we’re preparing an attack as we speak. However—” Greming paused, and Boone observed a multitude of emotions, most of them some shade of anger, cross Vindik’s face all at once. “Rather than engage,” Greming continued, poised as ever, “Commander Boone has offered up another suggestion.”
Vindik’s living eye threw knives at Boone, but they were meant for Salec. Boone said, “Salec may have Reia’s coordinates in his ship’s logs. If we delay him, the groovers can extract the data remotely, and we can find more of her trading sites.” Vindik’s silence meant that Boone should go on. “One way to delay him is to send a representative to negotiate purchasing some or all of his cargo. If one of your regents is on board, he is less likely to jump and more likely to take us seriously. A bargain, whether we keep it or not, should take long enough to download the data.”
The knives dissipated, and the construct clicked gently. At worst, Vindik would say no. They would not get the data, and Reia would be safe. If they went through with it, Boone’s plan trumped Dudorr’s, and he would win again—twice in one day.
“I will go,” said Vindik, his voice a rumble.
“Dominus,” Greming protested, using the less formal epithet, “if you are on board, Salec can hold you hostage or try to take your life again.”
“Salec and his crew will be incapacitated.” Vindik’s anger was rising again. He turned and walked a short way away. Boone and Greming waited. When he turned around again, he said, “It will be disappointing if we do not get coordinates to that woman.”
Boone took that to mean he approved the idea, and Greming appeared to concur. But it meant Boone was going to have to think of a plan to keep Reia’s data from making it into any reports, and he only had a few hours to figure that one out.
“We’ll make arrangements and brief you when we have a plan readied,” said Greming. Vindik nodded, giving Boone an approving look, which helped Boone relax his breathing. “By the way, Boone got us out of our C.N. net today. I wanted you to know.” To Boone this was the highest praise Greming could give—to share his success with the warlord directly—but it did nothing to quell his rising blood pressure.
“Of course he did,” said Vindik, still looking at Boone. Then he turned away, the Semii ambling behind him.







  
  05 Revert


Quadrant: Penumbra

System: M14 Globular Cluster





The holosphere above the war table glowed with the Lupis and three of its battleships forming a diamond around Salec’s small mercantile fleet. Given an opportunity to contribute, Boone said the formation appeared hostile, but he was overridden by Dudorr, who wanted to avoid a chase. The Ensendar had the ability to outrun any of their warships on grav-thrust if it left its freighters behind. Boone conceded, of course, in part because irritating Dudorr when he was in charge was plain stupid, and because Boone had more important things to worry about.
He was most concerned that something unforeseen would happen to Vindik on the Ensendar, and because it was Boone’s plan, he would be held responsible. But that was only if Vindik returned to talk about it. Maybe Salec would get luckier this time.
Greming did not need to speak. The crew understood the plan, but sometimes Greming liked to remind everyone who was in charge in the command center. “Vindik has decided it would be better to use Salec for his resources than to destroy him. Don’t expect a lot of action today.”
Boone had already directed a team of groovers, those with the skill to tap into the private networks on board Salec’s ships, to begin extracting data while in their proximity. Groovers specialized in the deep, secure channels of the Plexes, the quantum network that connected the galaxy’s populations. Whatever the groovers discovered, Boone would make sure it never made it to the warlord or his fellow officers.
“Launch the probe,” said Dudorr. The probe was confirmed launched, and just in time. The glow from the holosphere dimmed as Salec’s fleet vanished, leaving the four larger ships facing emptiness.
Dudorr smirked. “So predictable.” Boone wondered who wouldn’t run from the Lupis when it threatened them so squarely—except maybe an arrogant kingship captain.
“Probe already has a lock-on,” said Dudorr. He was standing over a crewman’s shoulder, watching the readings on a wall-mounted console. The probe’s indicator in the sphere blinked out, presumably following Salec’s fleet. The probe would save their gurelium charge by following Salec’s fleet indefinitely, until Salec himself ran out of fuel to jump.
In the facer over his ear, Boone watched the coordinates begin their triangulation procedure. With the facers, any information was only a thought away. He often wondered why fleets continued to use the arcane holo and flat displays and terminals that surrounded him, when a facer was so much more efficient. Perhaps it was because officers like Dudorr preferred to stand over their crewman.
Peace to E-Three. From across the table, and without speaking a word, Boone moved a piece from one hex to another on their game board. Greming understood his meaning. The “peace” token moved to F-Three, where the “merchant” token currently stood. The “merchant” token dissolved. Salec was getting off easy.
They were still waiting for the coordinates. Boone moved around the war table to stand closer to the old general. Quietly, he asked with feigned concern, “You don’t think Salec will move against Vindik again?”
“It’s Vindik’s choice,” said Greming. “He has his own methods of defense.”
On the hex board, Greming revived the “magician” on E-Four, an empty space adjacent to the hex F-Three. The “magician” now posed a minor threat to the “peace” token. Boone had anticipated this possibility and was ready with his counter-move, but coordinates came streaming into his field of view and he returned his focus to their mission.
After a momentary disequilibrium, they were in new space, near a pair of co-orbiting planetoids that might once have been clusters of asteroids. The planetoids displayed on an overhead vis, while the sphere once again displayed their diamond formation around Salec’s fleet.
“Looks like the investment in those modified probes is already paying off,” said Greming. The probes, which had been one of Dudorr’s projects, tracked ship signatures and return their target’s coordinates within minutes. Boone was thankful the kingship fleet didn’t have them, although Coalition interceptors had similar technology.
“They’re sending a comm, sir,” said a crewman.
Although the comm channel was meant for Greming in his own facer, he connected his two officers to view the exchange. Boone, however, had a channel open to monitor the boarding crew, and another to view the progress of the groovers.
Salec, a weathered and worried captain, appeared in the comm channel’s visual display. “My business with you people ended long ago. What do you want?”
“Your old friend Vindik seeks an audience,” said Greming.
Salec’s face flushed. “He wants to kill me,” he said flatly.
“According to our orders, he wants to talk. We are sending an envoy with him. I expect this to be a peaceful discussion, unlike last time.”
“There is no such thing as peace with that tyrant,” growled Salec.
“He might surprise you,” said Greming. The comm ended, presumably cut off by Salec. Greming turned to Boone. “Is the boarding party ready?”
“They’re standing by,” Boone answered. A knot formed in his gut. “Vindik isn’t with them.”
“Why don’t you go see what’s holding him up?”
Boone’s pulse quickened. The plan was unraveling. A scan indicated that Vindik was on the observation deck, his preferred location when he monitored their battles. Boone left the comforting light of the holos and worked his way through the corridors to the observation deck. The sparse gray furnishings in the recessed center of the deck matched the ship’s dispirited interior. Boone skirted the room along one of the concentric levels that made up the floor and, heart pounding, stepped up one level to meet Vindik.
Vindik stood close to the curved viewport, watching the fleet through the transparent hull. It formed a hemisphere over the deck with views in all directions. His right eye glowed red in the reflection, the effect of the construct—and a reminder of their last encounter with Salec.
The viewport reflected faint imprints of the two men standing side by side. Outside, the Lupis’s shielded hull spread out in a downward slope below them. Across the sky, Vindik’s battleships loomed, and the Ensendar’s flotilla hovered in a fragile defensive formation between them. Boone afforded himself the luxury of seeing the real ships in their positions in space before addressing Vindik, who seemed indifferent to his presence.
“My Lord, your envoy is on the shuttle, standing by.”
“I know, Turner.” Boone hid his discomfort at the use of his first name.
 The silence that followed was awkward. “What’s on your mind?” Boone asked. He suspected Vindik was having second thoughts about confronting his old enemy in person, but Vindik would never mention any such fears aloud.
“How long will it take us to annihilate Salec’s entire fleet?”
There it was—the desire to destroy everything in his path. Greming’s move was accurate, the peace token under threat. Boone gave the potential battle a quick calculation. “About four minutes.”
“Every last molecule?”
“Five minutes.” He wasn’t sure they had the firepower to destroy everything at the molecular level, but there would be nothing significant to salvage. “The groovers haven’t completed their data extraction. Are you sure you want to cut it off?” You’ll lose the potential to find Reia, he almost said. Better not to remind him.
Vindik turned and glared down at the young officer, and Boone tried not to shrink from the sudden scrutiny. The construct whirred softly as the lenses refocused with each new thought.
“Is Regent Golway with them?” Vindik asked.
“Yes.”
Vindik returned to staring through the viewport. “Send them. When they dock, destroy them all.”
With those words, Boone’s plans went down the waste port. At least if anything went wrong now, it would not be his life on the line, and Reia would be spared. He focused his thoughts within the facer. “Game on. Magician to F-Three. Launch the craft without Vindik and call in the destroyers.” The “peace” token dissolved. “And pull back the marines.” There was no need to waste good men in this massacre.
“That is a big move, Commander.” Greming’s voice came as a cognitive interpretation in Boone’s head. “Golway is with them. Is everything all right?”
“Just a little spontaneity, I suppose,” Boone replied in his own mind.
“We’ll lose any intel on Reia.”
Thankfully, thought Boone. “It’s not my call.”
A moment later they watched a speck streak toward the Ensendar. Boone wondered what Golway had done to deserve this death. Although he held no regret that the insidious regent was about to be destroyed with Salec, there were others on the team who did not merit his fate. During the shuttle’s flight, the three destroyers appeared in the viewports.
Directed at the facer, Boone said aloud, “Major Dudorr’s plan is in play. Destroy every ship including the Ensendar with the regent on board.” He glanced at the warlord. “Down to the last molecule,” he added.
Vindik’s seven warships hastily reassembled so that they would not be in one another’s range of fire, and to prevent the Ensendar and its accompanying vessels from escaping. Boone observed the new configuration through the viewport and finally rubbed the throbbing scar behind his ear. The knot in his stomach was loosening now that the encounter was out of his hands.
The shuttle disappeared into the Ensendar’s hull. Immediately the black of space lit up with a hailstorm of plasma directed at the smaller fleet.
“Messy,” Boone murmured. Vindik’s grin looked like a sneer.
The warships fired from every battery within their line of sight of Salec’s fleet. Each battleship or destroyer focused on one of Salec’s freighters, as well as the Ensendar. Within moments, only the Ensendar and two freighters remained, and they were turning to flee through a gap between two battleships. Boone expected them to jump, but they accelerated instead. The probe had hunted them through each jump until they had no reserves to continue.
Vindik’s ships repositioned to minimize the impact of the Ensendar’s broadside cannons. Streams of light flashed between them. The Ensendar glowed from the bombardment, but its return fire died on the warships. In the slower freighters, fire and radiation illuminated the exposed bulkheads and then vanished. The Ensendar soon ceased its attack. A drifting freighter exploded, its yellow flames instantly doused in the vacuum of space.
To Boone, Dudorr’s strategy unfolded as a maelstrom of wasted effort. The live view through the observation deck’s enormous viewports was a different perspective than the tiny spectrographic models in the command center. He listened to the concurrent exchange between Dudorr and the fleet in his facer, relaying brief actions to Vindik as they played out. Disabled, Salec was hailing them. Ignoring it, Dudorr finished the Ensendar. In all, the destruction of Salec’s fleet took only four minutes, exactly as Boone had predicted.
The warlord continued to stare out the viewport in silence while the Ensendar broke apart. “Messy,” he said.
“We should have taken the cargo,” said Boone, mostly to himself but loud enough to be heard. Destroying the Ensendar would have been easy, as the freighters were relatively defenseless. Then he realized he shouldn’t have said anything, because Vindik might think he was questioning the decision to destroy them. Under the facer, his scar throbbed.
Boone turned to leave before his mouth betrayed him again, but Vindik put a hand up to stop him.






  
  06 The Assignment


Boone’s pulse throbbed in his ears again. As much rope as Vindik gave him, he was always only a breath away from the noose, like Regent Golway or any number of other officers or allies. 
“I know you disapprove of the destruction,” said Vindik, his tone unusually calm.
“I just meant—"
Vindik raised his hand again. “I have been considering another way.”
Perhaps this was the reason Vindik had changed his mind. “And what is that, my lord?”
Vindik stared out the viewport. The warships disengaged and rearranged into a new formation. “This next mission is a critical step to securing my dominion in the Penumbra.”
“I read the briefing on my console,” replied Boone. It was a simple artifact extraction, one that Boone would be excited to lead, if they would let him. “The troops are about to begin training. What do you suggest?”
The subtle clicking of the construct indicated a change in thought. “Was this battle your making?”
Boone understood what he meant. “I was focused on the data extraction and the landing party,” he replied. “Major Dudorr organized the battle.”
Vindik’s curt laugh was as deep and grinding as his voice. “And that part was messy, as you say.” There was a long awkward pause. “The officers do not take you seriously.”
Boone reached behind his ear but stopped himself and put his hand down. His stomach flipped. Should he be honest, or throw someone out the airlock? “Sometimes,” he admitted.
“That is why Greming brought your plan to me personally.”
“Yes, my lord. I’m not as experienced.” He stopped himself from saying how favoritism might be making his job a thousand times more difficult than it needed to be.
If Vindik noticed, he didn’t give any indication. “Two revs, Commander,” he said. “That is how long we have been trying in vain to find our enemies and bring them to justice.”
He calls murder “justice,” Boone thought.
“I believe this may be the right time for an experiment,” Vindik said. “Perhaps we can try a new method of warfare, one which will cost us fewer resources in the process.”
Truly curious, Boone asked, “What do you have in mind?”
“I trust no one else with this task.” His gaze held Boone’s attention. “I want you to take the weapon on the mission.”
At first Boone didn’t know what Vindik meant, but as it dawned on him, he was at a loss for words. The weapon—a girl—had vanished after Vindik seized control of the fleet by killing Baisen. Boone had almost forgotten the girl existed. He recalled almost nothing about her, as she had been kept away from the key functions of the fleet, and he had been forbidden to inquire.
The darkness in the viewports closed in. Boone could think of nothing to say, nothing to counter this move. It would take him out of the command center, where he was a contributor, and where he kept
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