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            Overture: Bedrov

          

          Date of the Republic May 10, 402 Fleet Base Prime, Osynth B'Udan

        

      

    

    
      Yan had wondered who they would send out, given the message of vague yet important news he had sent along to St. Legier when the folks in this area had decided to keep him and Ainsley on the frontier, rather than letting him and his new discovery aboard one of their ships.

      He knew it wasn’t a bomb or a Trojan Horse, but the Imperials hadn’t been there. Wouldn’t understand.

      Probably wouldn’t believe him.

      Not his fucking problem.

      Then Gunter Tifft walked into the warehouse room, dressed like an everyday naval officer who had opened the wrong door by mistake and wandered into the situation. Except that Gunter had a pistol on his hip.

      Yan wasn’t surprised, like most people would be. But he also knew who the man was.

      More importantly, what he was, and who he represented.

      “Gunter,” Yan acknowledged with a brief nod.

      “Bedrov,” Tifft nodded as he stepped closer and let the hatch close behind him.

      They were alone in a big, open space, as Yan had specified. The walls were stripped bare, painted Imperial off-white, and too far away for Yan’s needs, but it was easier to start simple today and work his way up.

      At least with Gunter Tifft, representing Imperial Authority in all its facets, someone would be listening.

      Tifft came to a pause at the normal distance to snap off a salute, if Yan had happened to serve in any fleet that might necessitate such a thing. Yan presumed that was just bone-deep training on the younger man’s part.

      They eyed each other for a few long moments in stillness.

      Yan remembered when the kid was more fidgety.

      Kid. Sure. Yan could call him that. Gunter was only barely older than Yan’s own children: Malka and Kai.

      He was calmness itself now. Tall, blond, ruggedly handsome. Perfectly still.

      Yan didn’t figure that the guy had graduated to assassin, but he had no doubts what Gunter Tifft did for Hendrik Baumgärtner, Emmerich zu Wachturm’s Naval Chief of Staff.

      Tifft was a spy.

      Made sense. Yan had gone so far off the reservation recently that the old men probably wanted to reassure themselves that Yan had stayed this side of compromised.

      “So what brings me to Osynth B’Udan, Bedrov?” Gunter asked quietly, his eyes flickering to a spot on the ground a meter behind Yan’s feet. Wasn’t a smile on his face this morning.

      The thing on the floor behind him wasn’t a bomb, but it would have about as much impact on the folks around here, most likely.

      “I ran into something on my way here from Jessica,” Yan replied in a flat, vaguely evasive tone. “Local admirals went paranoid and sent a message to zu Wachturm for help, which they should have. He or Hendrik sent you, because they didn’t believe me.”

      “You entitled the field report that you sent to us Two Bottles of Wine with a War God, Bedrov,” Tifft said sarcastically. “I doubt that anybody but the Grand Admiral would have even believed you.”

      “That was on purpose,” Yan nodded. “Not everyone in your profession has the sense God gave a goose.”

      Gunter grinned wryly and almost said something, but changed his mind.

      “So he sent you home with something?” Gunter said. “This War God from the ancient times?”

      Rather than reply, Yan turned and knelt on the floor. The room was raw metal on all sides, like an open space on a ship that had been stripped of internal bulkheads, leaving only the frames, twelve meters on a side and four meters tall.

      Like a big barn in here.

      The device chirped once as Yan flipped the power switch. The machine was what his Da would have called a cigar box, in overall size. Maybe a little more square, but not perfect. Black exterior made of some extruded material Yan guessed might have been a carbon-fiber-sheet, cast stronger than steel.

      Chemistry had never been Yan’s strong point, stopping with some metallurgy, but he suspected that Carthage was right when the AI ship had said that most of the tech was beyond what Aquitaine and the galaxy could do right now.

      Right now.

      Show an engineer a thing that has been done, and they’ll figure out a way to do it, if they have to move heaven and earth in the process. Doubly so if you sneer at them in a superior way.

      Yan stood and turned back to Gunter with his own smile. He remained perfectly still as the Tiki Lounge came into being around them. It was all a hologram, but Yan had never imagined you could get that level of complexity without shadows of moving objects, particularly not when starting with a single beam emitter in the middle of the floor.

      Somehow, it was ray-tracing itself off of every available surface with so much processing power that it could create a solid-looking image believable enough that Yan had dropped a glass through a projection once, not realizing that the table wasn’t there.

      Gunter’s eyes got big and he muttered a mild profanity under his breath.

      This was the Tiki Lounge, as it had been on the now-destroyed Earth Alliance Sentient Combatant Carthage. The Last Dragon. The only surviving veteran of the Concordancy War that had begun three thousand years ago with the bombardment of the Homeworld.

      Gone now.

      “What’ll it be, mates?” The Lord of Tiki asked as he came into being behind the old, oaken bar with the stained and dinged copper surface.

      He presented as a big, gruff Irishman, to quote the old adage. Short hair the color of carrots, scarred ears and heavy face. Not as big as Vo zu Arlo, but bigger than Yan. Maybe the size of the Grand Admiral, with an extra fifteen kilos of mass around the upper body. Not fat, but strong bulk.

      “Carthage, meet Imperial Naval Commander Gunter Tifft,” Yan said by way of introduction.

      “Technically, I’m only an avatar of Carthage,” the bartender replied in a soft brogue. “Although I might grant you with him dead and all, I might be all that remains in this modern age.”

      The bartender nodded to Tifft and began to wipe down the bar with a wrap that materialized in his hand. It wasn’t like the projection was bound by the laws of physics or anything.

      Gunter looked around with awe. After a few moments, he remembered to shut his mouth, lest he start catching flies, according to Yan’s maternal grandmother.

      “How is this possible?” Tifft asked, passing a careful hand through first the bar, and then the bartender’s arm when he held it up.

      “You lot might have some nifty technology, sure,” the bartender smiled sadly. “But my kind were about six thousand years past that point when we blew up all the factories and planets. Ya ain’t caught back up yet. Although the JumpSails are a nifty thing that never occurred to me and mine, back in the day.”

      “You know about those?” Tifft asked.

      “I contain most of my Principal’s logs, Commander Tifft,” the bartender replied, transforming subtly into something more than just a guy behind a bar. “Those include the scans of RAN Mendocino, which I can compare rather unfavorably against most of the ships in my own logs. Hells, my shuttles were more advanced.”

      “What else do you contain?” Tifft turned more fully to face the being, turning serious himself in turn.

      “The entire history of mankind, right up until 10,419 Standard Era,” the Avatar said coldly. “You’ll pardon if I am somewhat lacking over the last three thousand and eighty years, Commander.”

      “Including technology?”

      Yan detected a trace of awe and avarice under those normally-calm tones. That was where Yan had gone, as well.

      Seeker, the defector who had once been the Khan of the Buran world Trusski, had explained that the Sentience known as Buran had originated as a control system for a factory making tractors and other heavy farming equipment, some five thousand years ago. Somehow, it had gotten missed in the great purge, or repaired after having been mothballed before the war. Something, so that neither Carthage nor Kinnison, nor their subsidiary fleets, had managed to make it to the tiny planet known as Winterhome to finish that job.

      Imagine what the future would have been like, without Buran threatening everyone.

      “Some,” the bartender replied. “Or rather, things beyond the wildest dreams of your current understanding of physics, if Mendocino was any indication. I don’t have the sorts of scanners available in this box to know about the place Bedrov and Barret have brought us to, but most of what I know would require you building the tools to build the tools to build the tools.”

      Yan smiled as Gunter cursed under his breath, again.

      “How can you help us, barkeep?” Yan asked in a leading way.

      He and Ainsley had already spent many hours with the man, or recording, or whatever he was, on the flight here.

      “That’s where it gets iffy,” the tall, gruff man turned cagey and quiet, nodding to Yan. “I’ve heard about St. Legier. Not everything, mind you, but an eyewitness account, and I appreciate why you didn’t tell me before. And thank you, by the way.”

      Yan nodded. Gunter turned enough to give them both a dose of side eye.

      “For?” Gunter asked.

      “Not telling me, us, whatever, about Buran, when I might have gone off and done something about that bastard,” the bartender said. “I appreciate that my assistance might not have been welcome, even then. Not sure if it will be now.”

      “Could you have done something to stop Buran?” Gunter asked in a quiet voice.

      “Commander, I’m reasonably confident I could have annihilated his entire fleet, and then him,” the bartender suddenly looked more like a God of War rather than a Lord of Tiki. “I was a Mark XXII Advanced Skymaster. Only Concord Warship Kinnison was more dangerous. Nothing Yan has told me about those silly sharks has changed my mind.”

      “What have you told him?” Gunter suddenly turned to look at Yan, deadly serious.

      “Barely enough,” Yan conceded. “What he is today is a greatly reduced version of Carthage. Another Librarian of Alexandria, if you will.”

      “Probably more,” the Tiki God interjected. “That one was ancient, by our standards. Probably only used trinary logic circuits.”

      “And you?” Gunter asked.

      Yan held his breath, aware that Tifft might decide to draw the pulse pistol on his hip right now and shot the box containing the Lord of Tiki. He might even be empowered by the Grand Admiral to do exactly that.

      That this was technically Ainsley’s property would only mean that she would file a complaint and Fribourg would send her cash as a reimbursement. Not enough for the value lost, but Fribourg had a low opinion of any AI system to begin with. A former warship might get their hackles up too far.

      “Both Kinnison and I used hexal logic boards, Commander,” the bartender returned to the fore, leaning forward onto the bar itself with a breezy smile. “Each memory address had six possible value combination flavors it could store, whereas she uses three and your systems are generally simple primitive bit gates with an on or off value. It’s actually much more complicated than that, but that at least gets your mind in the right direction. Mind you, she’s only about three thousand years older than I am, from what I understand, but technology and science moved a bit in that span.”

      Gunter turned back to face him now. Yan smiled grimly.

      This was the crux of things. This being could help them, but it was a Sentient system, at the end of the day. Literally one of the destroyers that had cast humanity down from the heavens, in his time, and the most dangerous, illegal thing in the entire Empire.

      “Okay, I think I understand,” Gunter said grimly.

      It helped that Gunter had been zu Wachturm’s point man on some of the crazy, mean stuff Yan had dreamed up over the last few years. He and Gunter had a good working relationship, which any of Baumgärtner’s other spooks would not have brought to the table.

      “I don’t answer to you, Gunter,” Yan explained firmly, reminding the man of his loyalties. “Nor to the Grand Admiral. Not even Karl VIII. I only answer to Jessica Keller, especially on this. Period.”

      “Understood,” Gunter said. “But those three will have to talk. On your word, I’m willing to pass this off as a fantastically-impressive toy that does not represent a threat to the Empire.”

      “Oh, he does represent a threat to the Fribourg Empire, boyo,” Yan said, watching Gunter’s head snap around hard to scowl at him. “But not the one you envision. Carthage is a threat to the Empire of Karl V and Karl VI. The threat here is what he could do to help Karl VIII ram home her vision of the future. And all the bastards that want to stop her.”

      “Yes,” Gunter scowled. “That’s what frightens me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Overture: Vo

          

          Imperial Founding: 180/05/15. Imperial Palace, Mejico, St. Legier

        

      

    

    
      Vo zu Arlo had always thought of Iskra Vlahovic as taller than she really was. Everyone was tiny, standing next to him, including the new Emperor, but the Fleet Centurion was only a little taller than average for a woman. She just had a desperately outsized personality, even for as quiet as she was.

      Iskra wasn’t one to take a gram of shit from anyone. And as commander of an RAN task force set to join Jessica and First Expeditionary Fleet in the war with Buran, she didn’t have to. The only person she did answer to was Judit Chavarría, the Palatine Ambassador from Aquitaine’s Senate to the Fribourg Empire.

      And Judit was something like a Ritter right now, empowered to speak for the Senate and the Premier back home. In legally-binding ways.

      So Vo always made sure to ask politely when dealing with Iskra. Sure, they went back more than a decade, having served together on the old Strike Carrier Auberon, even before Jessica, but that just meant she would take his calls when he wanted something.

      Not that he could make her do anything, even when he had everybody else on his side.

      He glanced over at her now, seated two down from him in the room that Torsten Wald usually used when he had a major group of people to talk to.

      Like today.

      The Emperor would not be joining them for this meeting. At least he hoped. In the last two weeks, he had kept a very polite distance from the woman.

      She had asked a question. He hadn’t been able to answer.

      Vo wasn’t sure he would have an answer for her, anytime soon, if ever.

      They had gone beyond Emperor and General. Beyond comrades on Star Controller Auberon, or even back on Kali-ma.

      Someplace Vo wasn’t sure he was prepared to go. Even for a beautiful woman who asked.

      He wasn’t sure what that said about where his head was.

      Primus Pilus Alan Katche sat next to Vo on the other side today, leaving an empty chair between Vo and Iskra. Nobody wanted to touch that chair, probably afraid it was poisonous, or maybe they’d get caught in some bizarre crossfire.

      None of these people knew Iskra Vlahovic. If she wanted to do you in, it would be in the middle of her flight deck, probably with a wrench, rather than verbally in a meeting.

      Wald was at the high end of the table. Former Premier Chavarría was across from Alan, and newly-promoted Grand Marshal Arald Rohm sat across from Vo. A few others were scattered around, some at the conference table, some in chairs along the outer wall, behind everybody where they could run errands or look things up, as somebody needed, but they were functionally nobodies, here for whatever technical expertise Wald might call on.

      They were just waiting on the last two players, come down from orbit and about to join them: the Grand Admiral and his lethal right fist Tom Provst.

      This, then, was the group that would really decide Vo’s future, not that he was going to let them derail things. Heads would have to roll first. But they deserved a chance to have an opinion, however wrong it might be.

      The door opened to one of Vo’s troopers in field armor with his face shield down, checking everything, and then allowing the two sailors into the room, pulling it shut afterwards with a hard thump.

      With the Emperor not attending, Vo’s folks were in charge of security around here. At least until he managed to get everyone aboard a transport and headed towards the frontier. Then it wouldn’t be his problem, anymore. Rohm or someone would have the headaches.

      Vo found it amusing that zu Wachturm, in black, sat opposite Wald, at the long end of the battered, old conference table, while Tom Provst, in white, dropped in between he and Iskra.

      But Provst was pretty much immune to anything.

      Chief Deputy Torsten Wald rose and scanned the table, nodding to Vo as he took the temperature of the room.

      “Everything has been signed and made official,” Wald announced. “Her Majesty’s Government will lease the two RAN Assault Carriers Archangel and Akatsuki, for a period of one year, with an exercisable option for a second year, under the authority of Grand Admiral zu Wachturm, Admiral Provst, or General zu Arlo. Fleet Centurion Vlahovic will delay her departure for a time, so that the 189th Legion can be organized and packed for transport, along with supplies. After that time, the first stop for the Task Force is Osynth B’Udan, to deploy the 189th for training, while a forward strike is organized. Have I missed anything?”

      “Do we know who the first target is?” Grand Marshal Rohm asked, eyeing Vo specifically, before turning his gaze to include the two admirals.

      “I have a list,” Vo offered. “Depending on what naval forces accompany the RAN squadron, we have options, but Samara is the only target on this side of M’Hanii definitely off limits, just as Ninagirsu on the other.”

      “How soon will you need resupply?” Rohm pressed. “Or more troops?”

      “Ours will be a smash and grab, Grand Marshal,” Vo repeated, mostly for the others who hadn’t been in on their private meetings. “Having more Assault Carriers first will be a long-term necessity to actually holding a planet.”

      He turned his gaze on zu Wachturm.

      Emmerich fixed him with a frosty smile, but that was all for show, as well. For the foreigners, which made Vo laugh internally, to think of Iskra and the former Senator as aliens, while he was just about as Imperial as it got these days.

      At least until he figured out what he wanted to do with the rest of his life.

      “We have a discussion open with Yan Bedrov and a few others, to consider new designs,” Emmerich said, looking august and unflappable. “But we have also opened discussions with Aquitaine about leasing more such vessels in the short term. The completed design of the Army will impact significantly on our final decision.”

      Meaning: are you going to build more strike legions, or rely on the old structures, like Seventh Guards Army?

      All the world’s a stage, as Moirrey used to love to say. And we are all players.

      Rohm nodded, almost theatrically. Vo fought to keep a straight face.

      “Who else is coming?” Iskra asked bluntly, turning her whole head, like an owl, to face Tom Provst, seated beside her.

      The man’s color had improved in the last several months. His attitude had gone from something approximating despair to the sorts of grim, barely-chained violence Vo had seen in the likes of Alber’ d’Maine or Tomas Kigali. He had moved on from being the man Emmerich trusted to protect St. Legier and become the Grand Admiral’s great sword.

      “IFV Valiant,” Provst replied to her simply. “Plus Indianapolis and two corvettes, today. The rest of the Task Group will come later, as soon as they finish Acceptance trials and shakedowns. Probably by late fall.”

      Rather than answer, Iskra turned the other way to stare at the Grand Admiral.

      “Do I need that many escorts?” she asked.

      Score one for Iskra. Vo was hard pressed to find a better way to announce to the men in this room that she would be in charge of her force, subject only to Jessica. And not taking any shit.

      “You do not,” zu Wachturm replied diplomatically. “Doing it this way lets me reinforce Osynth B’Udan in the short term, and then adds a second strike force to Jessica’s capabilities by winter, assuming she integrates RAN Arad and your three corvettes into her force, rather than sending you raiding. A Fleet Strike carrier is yet another new design, and I don’t know if it makes more sense to combine with II Augusta and the Fast Strike Bombers. That’s Jessica’s call, especially as she will then be the Fleet Centurion. Tom Provst will be promoted to Red, but both you and he will be under her authority. Does that help?”

      Iskra turned back to Provst, as if challenging him to say anything.

      Vo wasn’t sure which of them might be more stubborn, so he called it a draw. Apparently, Tom agreed, or had orders from Emmerich to be polite. He nodded silently.

      She turned her harsh glare his way.

      “Load time?” she asked, like she was sending notes across a scrolling marquee.

      “Four to five weeks,” Vo replied. “There will be a subsequent ground force to transport, but they are only now working out equipment and recruiting, and I don’t expect that force to join me until Provst’s group comes in the fall.”

      “Who?” Iskra asked, honest curiosity breaking through for the first time.

      “Moirrey’s Avenging Angels,” Vo smiled. “Bunch of kids in combat repulsor suits that will eventually form an additional part of my Fourth Scouting Ala, but I want to move now, and not in a year when I have everything integrated. Every day Buran has before I come for him, he gets stronger and more entrenched.”

      “In spite of Jessica?” Judit Chavarría joined the conversation. “I thought her purpose was to weaken the beast.”

      “Her purpose is to destroy Buran’s economy,” Alan Katche spoke up, letting everyone know he had, in fact, done his homework. “Ours is to destroy their Peace of Mind. The only damage on the ground so far has been psychological. We’re going to change that.”

      Vo turned and nodded. Alan was truly his right hand. Primus Pilus. First Spear because he was closest to the enemy. Vo had picked him for that reason. Competent and aggressive, but also mean when he needed to be.

      “With all that in mind, I have a few other topics for this group to move onto,” Torsten Wald cleared his throat diplomatically. He pulled a stack of folders from where he had apparently stashed them on the floor earlier, and began to hand them out.

      Vo doubted that anything of substance remained, since the key elements of this year’s war had been touched. The rest was just window dressing.

      He had his approvals from Casey to go off to war in her name.

      Now he just had to figure out if he wanted to come back to her afterwards.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Overture: Jessica

          

          Date of the Republic June 8, 402 IFV Vanguard, Forward Base Delta

        

      

    

    
      Jessica felt a growl, deep in her belly, as she watched the projection from her small flag bridge. Outside, all the lights on the exterior of Whughy’s Forward Base Delta came live. That thing was technically a warship, in that it was a compact starbase with engines and JumpSails, however small and slow they were.

      When they had lost CS-405, sometime after the raid on Severnaya Zemlya, Jessica had needed to pack everything up and flee, on the presumption that the ship might have been captured, and the old base location compromised. It had been easier to break the base halfway down, load it onto a cargo tug, and shift it, rather than letting it creep slowly along on its own power.

      Now they were mirrored from the old location, as far spinward from Ninagirsu, upstream relative, as they had previously been downstream. Still low, three hundred light-years below the mathematical plane of the galaxy, because the network of navigation satellites, the Pochtovyi Trakt, or Buran’s Postal Road, tended to be about two hundred light-years above that plane.

      To Jessica, it smacked badly of two-dimensional thinking, but Buran hadn’t been a warship before he became a god. Only a factory controller. The kind that probably learned his tactics by studying table-top-style war simulations from history.

      Jessica and her kind had learned to fight in space. While Buran’s commanders were just as good, they were still limited by the requirements of an inflexible god.

      But there was no way that Phil Kosnett or anyone else would find them now. That had hurt. Phil had been there from the beginning of this mission, a scholarly commander with an excellent crew. To get home now would require that he make it all the way to Osynth B’Udan, if he had escaped.

      So, it rankled as she watched the base announce to the squadron that they were back in business, for the first time in almost two months. She had been in battles where other vessels had been lost. Jessica had been at war for most of her adult life, more than twenty-four years now. She had even been aboard ships that suffered crippling damage, such as the time she rammed Brightoak into an Imperial fighter craft to keep it away from the carrier at Third Iger, or the damage to both Auberons at Ballard and Trusski.

      She had never had a ship just vanish into Jump and never come out on the far side.

      Jessica said a silent prayer to Vishnu that Kosnett had just suffered a simple breakdown that caused him to have to limp home, knowing that he wouldn’t find them at the old location. Standing Order Forty-Eight required that Kosnett and his First Officer, Heather Lau, could not allow themselves to be captured by Buran’s forces.

      At whatever price they had to pay.

      She had lost two months, but that had been built into her plans. RAN Bulldog, the so-called Junkyard Chihuahua, had been able to repair most of the damage the squadron had suffered blowing the shit out of Severnaya Zemlya. Messages had been sent to the Grand Admiral with RAN Duncan.

      From here, they would need another month or perhaps six weeks to finalize some modifications and upgrades, and then she could start raiding again, hopefully with some added firepower as the Grand Admiral was able to free up some of his own ships. Tom Provst would have taken command on board IFV Valiant, Vanguard’s younger sister.

      More ships were rolling out of yards every day, coming on-line and taking on crews as older vessels were mothballed. It would take time, but her whole purpose was to savage Buran’s interior and force the monster’s own fleets to have to reinforce more and more planetary systems, and do so with enough force to keep her from jumping in and annihilating single warships, however deep in the gravity well they thought they could hide from her.

      A chime on her screen and Denis Jež’s face appeared.

      “I would say you are cordially invited,” he began. “But we’re just going to get together aboard the station and get a little drunk. You should join us.”

      She understood why. And why they had waited. It was official now, in ways that hadn’t gotten personal up until now. She had lost one of hers, but they had all lost friends. Time to have a good drink, and then tomorrow, plan how they were going to get even with that bastard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Overture: Pops

          

          In the Ninth Year of Jessica Keller, Queen of the Pirates: March the Ninth at Petron

        

      

    

    
      He had never been one to look a gift horse in the mouth, so Iorwerth Nakamura didn’t raise a fuss when the woman announced that she was going to travel with him. It would be a long trip, possibly three years before he returned to Petron, and it would be nice to have someone to talk to and maybe fool around with occasionally.

      She looked over at him with a questioning smile as the shuttle entered the landing bay with a small lurch. The interior of the little ship was compact and industrial gray, but the lines were sleek and smooth. He had designed the original for Jessica, and then licensed the design to Galen to build himself a copy.

      It wasn’t a Royal Transport Yacht, like Baxter. Galen had wanted to build the other one, the Royal Combat Yacht Zorillo. And since that one was named for a skunk, he of course had to call this one Badger. Galen could be a dork.

      “Lev for your thoughts?” Summer asked.

      “Wondering how crazy I am, to go after one last job,” he replied with a wry smile. “I could probably just retire and be done with all this.”

      “You’d get bored in less than a week, Pops,” she laughed. “I know your kind. Always have to be doing something. Retirement would kill you in six months.”

      “You think so?” he fired back.

      Just for the hell of it, he reached out a hand and she took it. It wasn’t love, what they had. More of a comfortable place they could both just be, and be together. Pops knew he was too old for the woman, but she had sought him out, apparently traveling from well interior, possibly somewhere up in Aquitaine, although she had been a little vague and he hadn’t inquired too closely. Didn’t want to know about her yesterdays.

      She looked a very active forty, acted twenty, and occasionally sounded as though she was two hundred years old. Tall blond hardbody with slightly-graying hair and bright blue eyes. What she wanted with a guy like him still left Pops occasionally confused.

      “Yes,” she laughed throatily. “And you could never let Bedrov show you up, either.”

      That brought a smile to his face. And a shrug. Nope, never let that kid outdo him, even if he knew Jessica would appoint Yan in his spot, but not until he finally did retire.

      The Queen was like that, matching loyalty for loyalty.

      Pops smiled. His only daughter had gone off to war with Jessica back in the days of Auberon, although that vessel had been broken in the war with Buran, and his queen was riding in one of Bedrov’s crazier designs now, a Heavy Dreadnaught named Vanguard. Cho would probably come home soon.

      The shuttle’s deck magnets engaged and the ship shut down, halting conversation for a bit as he unbuckled and stood partway. The ceiling was too low in here, but he had designed it that way originally. Most of the time, anyone back here would be in one of the four jumpseats. Forward, two pilots had a small cockpit. Aft, Jessica’s version had a small stateroom, while Badger had a small cargo bay for priority stuff.

      They weren’t hauling much cargo on Badger this flight. Well, none beyond the humans and all the accumulated knowledge of several lifetimes at war.

      Fast as he was though, Summer was still to the hatch first, undogging it and dropping the boarding steps. But she was also up with the sun and running twenty kilometers every morning.

      Pops preferred to at least sleep until the sun was visible, generally, before wandering into the kitchen for his coffee, and then settling into his design studio to commit naval architecture and other silliness.

      Like this ship, as he followed Summer out, ogling her hard bottom as she stepped down onto the deck, laughing. Sixty-four-year-old men were not objects of lust to forty-year-old women, so he had no idea why she was here, but he appreciated her, even if she encouraged him to do most of the talking. At least she was older than his daughter, Cho Ayaka. RAN callsign Furious.

      Galen Estevan met them as they emerged from the interior airlock. Summer got her hand shaken politely. Pops got a hug. He had known the kid pretty much Galen’s whole life, having been a competitor, rival, and then friend of Uly Larionov for decades, the two weird kids among all the other pirate captains. Pops was tall and lean, rather than fast or muscled. Uly was shorter than most of the women in Corynthe, at least physically.

      Both of them had carved their own grand destiny into the pirate kingdom.

      “Welcome aboard, Uncle,” Galen smiled. “You ready for an adventure?”

      Pops eyed him with a snort.

      “Not sure I’d call it that,” Pops said.

      Summer laughed easily.

      “You just don’t want Bedrov having all the fun,” she said.

      He and Galen laughed as well.

      “Maybe,” Pops allowed.

      There was something to that. Bedrov had gone off and had all sorts of adventures, while Pops had stayed back in Corynthe, designing better ways for people to kill each other.

      And now he was answering his Queen’s siren call, one last time. Maybe.

      Jessica had sent a message, asking for Vice Admiral David Rodriguez, her Regent, to send help, clear out on the far side of Fribourg, where she was engaged in a war with hopefully the last of the destroyers, a being called Buran.

      They followed Galen forward while Pops eyed every weld and every frame critically. Yan had designed the Expeditionary Cruisers and Carriers to be overpowered monsters capable of fighting older dreadnaughts on even terms. Wasn’t anything like that in Corynthe, where a 4-ring Mothership was as close to a capital ship as anybody got.

      Pops, in turn, had taken that design and brought it down in price and increased the reliability, on the assumption that, unlike Aquitaine or Fribourg, Corynthe vessels needed to stay at sea for a long time, without carrying around a stripper/repair boat everywhere they went.

      Hell, it wasn’t even a mothership, Galen’s new Patrol Cruiser. Technically, Pops figured he would rate it as a light battlecruiser. Qin Lun only had space for two shuttles, and both of those docked internally; currently the transport Badger and the scout Rabbit. All the other things they would need for a flight like this were aboard their upgraded consort, Marco Polo, which Pops had extended into a 2-ring Mothership at Galen’s request, so he could sail to the far end of the galaxy in one go. Or whatever craziness the kid was up to now.

      The bridge took all of Bedrov’s ideas for design and made them even better. Maybe he was looking forward to showing the punk a few things. Let him know the old dog still had a little fight left in him.

      Like Aquitaine, the bridge held a captain and a tactical officer, but seated at either end of the small oval space, facing in. Rest of the bridge crew sat between them in two rows, facing each other, so peripheral vision could pick up both commanders as the situation warranted. Enough extra workstations that new crew could sit with experienced officers and crew while learning.

      The room was replicated forward, like a mirror of this bridge, itself aft over the engines. Motherships looked like geese in flight, with a bulbous head and a big butt, but every other ship had the bridge forward, and usually didn’t even include a proper emergency bridge.

      “You two here,” Galen said, taking over the captain’s station and smiling as he pointed to the stations closest.

      Pops saw Summer in, and then joined her. Old school manners, but they had always served him well.

      “Marco Polo, this is Qin Lun,” Galen said aloud as he opened a comm channel. “Stand by for departure.”

      Pops smiled as everyone settled in. He hadn’t been on the bridge of a warship going into combat since he sold Castlegar off to Uly thirty years ago so he could be home to help raise a suddenly-motherless daughter, who subsequently turned herself into one of the baddest pilots of her generation.

      And now, he was about to plunge into battle again.
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          Date of the Republic August 10, 402 IFV Vanguard, Forward Base Delta

        

      

    

    
      “All hands to battle stations,” the words poured from the speakers and had Jessica in motion before she even woke up.

      It was the dead of night, relative to her sleep schedule, but war never waited for the sun to come up. Legs into baggy sweats. Pull a tunic over the old, green t-shirt she liked to sleep in. Stuff feet into shoes. Hit the door at a dead run, elapsed time four seconds.

      The flag bridge wasn’t far away. She got there a whole step ahead of Enej, who looked like he had been sleeping in those pajamas when the siren went off.

      She got to her seat and slapped a hand at the button that brought the main projection live. Her flag staff always had someone on duty, but it was a smaller crew than back on her old Star Controller, and more bodies were pouring in behind her.

      Jessica snickered and made a note to have more fleet alerts in the dead of night. Apparently, her people were getting a little sloppy, with too much time in dry-dock and station. She would have to burn a little of the fat off of them and get folks hungry again.

      “Bridge, Flag here,” she said, opening the general comm. “What do we have?”

      “Signal from a light-hour or so out,” Senior Centurion Tobias Brewster replied. He must have had the night watch from the Emergency Bridge. “RAN Arad and escorts, asking for a docking assignment.”

      “Everybody rousted?” she asked, keying things live the way she wanted them.

      Station in the center of the display, parked in the middle of nowhere. Big star for Vanguard. Smaller stars for VI Victrix, VI Ferrata, and II Augusta. Angry motes for her corvettes, pulled around in a strange, hexagonal box without CS-405 at the front.

      “Affirmative, Flag,” Brewster nodded into the display. “Just waiting for you to take command.”

      “All vessels, this is Jessica Keller, aboard RAN Vanguard, I have the flag,” she said formally.

      Inside, she was almost cackling with glee. They had been waiting for Iskra to arrive with another carrier and three corvettes. It gave Jessica a whole other raiding party, or the option to engage someone with a flanking maneuver they would never expect, even from her.

      She did a quick inventory of the signal. Iskra, aboard another whole new concept in warfare. CA-410, a younger sibling of CA-264 with all the capabilities and probably as much attitude as Kigali brought. Two more escorts, CE-411 and CE-417. Two California-class Fleet Replenishment freighters in RAN Leggett and RAN Redding. With the two she already had, all sorts of mischief was possible.

      “All warships, conform to this formation,” Jessica said, sending a file to everyone within earshot. “Execute Jump in forty-five seconds from mark.”

      That should give everyone time to get their A-crews in place. If not, she needed to have more drills and possibly a dressing down or two, just to get people back in line.

      It had been a hard year, running down targets deep in Buran and forcing that bastard onto the defensive in a number of places. Hadn’t stopped him from striking St. Legier, but no other targets had faced a mass fleet like that.

      Jessica had been half expecting a strike at Osynth B’Udan by now. Maybe Wachturm and Provst had done more damage than expected, and The Holding was only now rebuilding from the damage she had done. She knew that scouts had managed to blip into space at Samara a few times, just long enough to take a good scan and then run like hell.

      Space was huge, even in the relatively small confines of a single solar system. Not even a robot wargod could keep guns on all approaches at all times, especially if Fribourg wasn’t going to come down hard into the warzone close to the planet itself.

      You didn’t have to, if all you wanted to do was watch.

      Jump.

      Emergence.

      One big signal. Five little ones, patiently awaiting like ducklings.

      “RAN Arad, this is RAN Vanguard,” Jessica called to them formally. “This is a restricted zone.”

      She had known they were coming, but not when. And had a pretty good idea what mail Iskra was bringing from home.

      “I come bearing orders,” Iskra replied obliquely, using the audio channel, wonder of wonders.

      Jessica grinned. Now things were going to get interesting.
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          Date of the Republic August 11, 402 Forward Base Delta

        

      

    

    
      Normally, Denis would have been just another one of the command centurions down in the audience today, but both Iskra and Arott had put their feet down and ordered him to wear his white Imperial Admiral’s uniform and join them, seated on the stage. Arott had done the same. And Iskra looked good in white herself, although she was wearing the tunic of a Fleet Centurion with four green stripes, with command tag prominent.

      In that, Iskra matched Jessica, at least for a bit longer.

      Below the little stage, a representative sampling of officers and crew from the full squadron, plus all the command centurions and most of the tactical officers. Standing room only, and Denis knew that many vessels had organized lotteries for tickets to this show.

      Others might have their suspicions, but Denis knew in his soul that this was the last time Jessica would be promoted by the Senate. There were formal ranks above this, but those were the civilians and Lords of the Fleet. The men and women in control of the various departments, back home on Ladaux.

      Jessica wouldn’t be going there. At most, maybe Casey would promote her out of red into blue at some point, but never black. Or he could see the woman making Jessica a Duke as well.

      Not that Imperial rewards would matter all that much to Jessica. Denis and she had talked at least weekly for more than a decade, frequently more often. He probably knew her better than anyone alive, including Torsten Wald. Maybe not Marcelle, come to think of it, but Marcelle had been with her for damned near forever, it felt like. And would take those secrets to the grave with her.

      The crowd was quietly buzzing as the last of the audience filed in and got settled. No potty breaks from here.

      Arott rose from his chair and walked forward to the lectern, standing a meter above the front row. The room fell silent slowly as he did. After all this time, it was still weird to see someone in Imperial uniform addressing a crowd of Aquitaine officers, but Denis was wearing an identical outfit himself, so who was he to complain?

      “The room will come to order,” Arott said unnecessarily.

      Denis smiled, in spite of himself. Partly, because he was included in Jessica’s legend, so he could be here for her celebration as well. She had never hesitated to remind anyone and everyone that she had never been alone, while undertaking her mighty feats.

      “Some of you already know Fleet Centurion Iskra Vlahovic,” Arott continued in a voice picking up steam and warmth. “Last seen as Flight Deck Commander on our own Star Controller, Auberon. The Lords of the Fleet have happily returned her to us, bringing a whole other task squadron. But before I introduce her, I would like to also acknowledge our new comrades in the audience today. Command Centurion Asha Robins, Arad. Command Centurion Lucretia Lomidze, CA-410. Command Centurion Yan Victorica, CE-411. Command Centurion Willem Fabacher, CE-417. Command Centurion Yesenia Groehler, Leggett. Command Centurion Daren Alliance, Redding.”

      The crowd applauded politely as each officer raised a hand or nodded.

      “Fleet Centurion Vlahovic,” Arott turned almost all the way back to face the three of them, so he could nod at her. “You have the flag.”

      Denis had known Iskra much longer than he had known Jessica. He could almost smell the sarcastic eyeroll she would be suppressing right now. Iskra had never been one for formal ceremonies like this. Still, she would find pleasure today, another one of Jessica’s people that had gotten some of that magic rubbed off on them.

      Denis had always expected that he would have to track Iskra down after she retired, and see the woman once she had become a civilian. Probably an instructor somewhere, teaching another generation of flight engineers not to take any shit from pilots or line commanders.

      She rose slowly and stepped to the front, carrying with her a small scroll tube from where it had stood upright between them on the floor of the stage. Opening it, she pulled out a piece of paper and took a moment to carefully lay the empty tube out of the way inside the lectern itself.

      “Fleet Centurion Keller, would you join me?” Iskra said formally, glancing back.

      Jessica rose and stepped to stand beside her.

      Iskra’s voice took on a stentorian tone, pitched so that everyone in the chamber would hear her, regardless of the amplification.

      “By order of the Senate of Aquitaine, on this day signed by Senator Tadej Horvat, Premier, and Petia Naoumov, First Lord of the Fleet, we declare to all that Jessica Keller of the planet Ladaux is hereby promoted to the rank of First Centurion of the Fleet. May she exercise this responsibility with authority, intellect, and care, for she is our representative in all things.

      

      Signed on the Date of The Republic March 1, 402 by First Lord Petia Naoumov, and countersigned August 11, 402 by Jessica Keller.”

      She handed the document to Jessica, along with a pen. Jessica signed it, in front of about two hundred cheering witnesses and even hugged Iskra before the woman could escape.

      Finally, Jessica was standing alone before the entire group. She just watched them as they cheered, letting it stretch for several minutes before she raised a hand.

      It was like a sword had dropped. Instant silence.

      “My friends, we have known that Iskra was coming for a bit, so I have had time to prepare some plans,” Jessica said simply. “Our friends will need a little time to organize themselves here and offload supplies, before Leggett and Redding run home for fresh cream. We have been taking the war to Buran for some time. Now we’re going to step it up. Expect maneuver orders to start hitting your boards in about seventy-two hours, and then we’re going sailing.”

      She nodded fiercely and turned away from the crowd before they could start cheering again. Arott nodded to Denis with a smile as they both rose.

      Normally, Arott would have gotten this honor, but again, he had demanded that Denis do it.

      Jessica stepped up to him and then turned sideways, so everyone could see her right arm as Denis stepped close enough to smell the wintermint drop she had chewed up earlier. He reached out and added that mighty fifth ring at the top, signifying to all that their commander was a First Centurion.

      Ten years ago, she would have been called a First Fleet Lord, but the world had changed. Shortly, the entire galaxy was going to change.
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          Date of the Republic August 11, 402 Forward Base Delta

        

      

    

    
      As she sat alone in her cabin, finally quiet after the party ended, Jessica could reflect.

      She had always hoped she would reach the very top of the fleet, from the first time she had seen the uniform of a command centurion introducing herself to a new class of thirteen-year-old prospects. But even then, Jessica had known some level of doubt. Most officers never made it even as far as Command Centurion. Fewer still became what was still known in those days as Fleet Lord.

      Jessica remembered dedicating herself to the dream of First Fleet Lord, during that tumultuous first semester of classes away from her parents and brother. Doing the math and realizing that it wasn’t enough to be good at everything, as she had been. No, Jessica was going to have to be the very best, and then do so by such a wide margin over second place that nobody could dispute her.

      There were never going to be more than two slots available for that kind of career, and frequently only one. She would have to take it, rather than relying on others to gift it to her.

      So she had been the best.

      Even when politics intruded on her.

      Somewhere, the official records were probably an abject embarrassment to someone. Jessica had eventually graduated fifth in her class, rather than the first she had earned. In her Senior year, she had been taken aside by the First Fleet Lord who commanded the Academy, who patiently explained that she would end her time at his school Behind Important People. Two of them were Senators, last time she had been home, and the other two probably would have been, but for being killed in action when they were still Centurions.

      Jessica hadn’t let that stop her.

      Youngest-ever commander of a Destroyer, the old, worn, and much-loved Resolute.

      Youngest-ever commander of a Destroyer squadron, on the deck of the Destroyer-Leader Brightoak with her consorts Vigilant and Rubicon.

      And now, youngest First Centurion in nearly two centuries.

      Sitting there in the dimness, letting the day wash off her, Jessica traveled back in her mind to the Hall of Heroes, a long arcade at headquarters with oil portraits of famous commanders. Membership on those walls was by accolade of the Navy, not command of the Senate.

      She had not been back to see the picture hung there, but she knew that Nils Kasum had caused an official portrait of Jessica Marie Keller to be painted when she made Fleet Centurion. And today it hung in that hall.

      She wondered if Petia Naoumov, the First Lord who replaced Nils, would leave it as is, or perhaps have a new one done, now that she had a fifth stripe and grayer hair. There were several First Centurions she would share space with, but the rest of them had been dead for at least two hundred years.

      It was only the new generation, coming up behind her, that had reverted to the Fleet Centurion rank, rather than Fleet Lord. The warriors that had remained in harness, after Nils Kasum had managed to break the hold of the nobles on the highest ranks, where friendship with the right set of politicians had frequently advanced men and women past their point of competence.

      Bogdan Loncar had supposedly been a pretty good command centurion in his time. He should have never been given a flag. Today, he would not have, but that was today. The warriors were in charge of the fleet. At least for this generation.

      Jessica could see the way that pendulum had swung back and forth over the four centuries of the Republic. She could not stop it, but she could push it harder in one direction. But that just engendered a harder push back when the time came.

      And to do even that much would require her to go someplace that had stopped being exciting, or even interesting, nearly a decade ago.

      She supposed, sitting there in the quiet, that she could blame Nils for everything. It had been him sending her to Lincolnshire that had set that train in motion. A diplomatic mission, the sort of thing that was used to groom command centurions for greater responsibilities.

      Go to Ramsey and help them with what had appeared to be a minor pirate incursion at the time. Except that it led her to Sarmarsh IV. And then Petron. Arnulf. Emmerich. Warlock.

      Daneel Ishikura. The first man she had ever loved. The first one who had looked at what Jessica expected out of a partner, then turned himself into it, no questions asked. Transformed himself from a barbarian pirate captain into an Aquitaine gentleman, because that was the price of her love.

      At least in those days.

      Before Torsten.

      She was sad that Torsten could not be here: to witness this, to celebrate it, to hold her now when she just wanted quiet.

      He would watch the recording at some point and celebrate with her vicariously. That would be enough for now, because one of these days, she would be done, and the two of them could run away from everything and find happiness together.

      Because Jessica knew she was done. Not burned out, but she would never be promoted again. First Centurion would be the place where her career ended.

      There would be other accolades and rewards later, both Republic and Imperial. Jessica had no doubts that Casey would probably try to make her a Duke or something at some point, just to set a precedent, and to say thank you. The Senate would be required to match such extravagance if that happened, lest they be accused by historians of penury.

      None of it mattered.

      In that room, only Denis had known. Marcelle didn’t count, because she had been with Jessica for more than twenty-five years at this point. She was another sister, like Moirrey. Another auntie to Slava and Sasha’s children: Ruhal, Margaret, and not-so-little-anymore Juan-Pablo, who was likely to grow up in green, like Jessica. He didn’t have that spark, but he had the burning desire, and that might carry him to Command Centurion, one of these days.

      Denis had brushed against her side at one point in the crush and whispered something that told her he knew the truth.

      “Last time, Jess,” he had said as a way to keep her spirits up to get through two hundred other well-wishers who all wanted to say hello and shake her hand.

      Yes, Denis had known. But they had spoken daily for more than a year, and at least weekly for a decade. He was as much a brother as Slava, if not more.

      This was the last time she would go through such a circus. She would win the war and then retire.

      Funny, it was so utterly anti-climactic, at that. She had command. Everyone here would follow her orders, even if she had stayed with four stripes. That was the Aquitaine way. Just as everyone was a centurion together, everyone could be command centurions together, at which point you sorted things out based on time in service and size of vessel, plus force of personality.

      Denis had been accepted by Alber’, Robbie, and Kigali because he commanded Auberon, even when he was merely a Senior Centurion and Jessica was technically the Command Centurion. But she had been acting as a Fleet Lord in those days, and the boys knew it.

      Held to it.

      Held her up to achieve the impossible, time and again, because that was who they were.

      Jessica didn’t have the words herself, but she knew that at some point she would need to track down a few historians and make sure those men got their stories put down correctly. Too many fanciful tales would center on the Mighty Jessica Keller and forget that Alber’ d’Maine had sailed into the very face of death at First Ballard to protect her. Or Kigali running the hard gauntlet between a battleship and a battlecruiser on that same day, while flying a Cutter/Revenue with hardly any firepower, just to distract the bad guys for long enough that Jessica could win.

      Later historians would overlook the fact that Denis Jež and Nina Vanek had fought both Auberons themselves in all her battles.

      Jessica looked down at that fifth stripe on her arm, tacked with a sticky backing today, so that Marcelle could sew it on tomorrow and make it permanent. She touched it once, just to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. Jessica Keller was a force now, officially and not just by personality.

      She made a note to herself for tomorrow. To send letters off to both Em and Petia, requesting that official historians be assigned the task of recording things now, perhaps even coming out to the fleet to witness events first hand. Not for her, but for the men and women who should not be forgotten, even as they could themselves vicariously be rewarded by being part of First Expeditionary Fleet during The Expedition.

      Emmerich had already probably written as definitive a biography of her early career as anyone was capable of. She just wondered how many more volumes he would need to add to complete it.

      The only others who might know more were her and Nils, and she knew her former mentor would probably take most of her secrets to the grave. As was proper. She had kept her crush on the man secret for thirty years, a juvenile infatuation that nevertheless formed her adult opinion of what a man should be like.

      Eventually, he had become her second father, after Miguel, teaching her how to be a success in her chosen career, where many scholars ranked him perhaps the second best fleet commander alive, behind only his more famous student.

      Jessica snickered to herself for a moment as she considered blackmailing Em into writing an authoritative biography of Nils. They had sparred many times when they were the young Turks on opposite sides of the border. Nobody else could probably do justice to the topic.

      Jessica reached out her left hand and touched that fifth stripe again. It represented all she had ever wanted out of life, but now that she was here, it was barely a blip. So odd. She had so many other things that she wanted out of the rest of her life, that becoming First Centurion of the Republic of Aquitaine Navy barely mattered.

      She had what she needed to perhaps win this war, but she really wanted to go home.

      Home.

      Where was home?

      Jessica had been on the deck of a warship for most of the last thirty years.

      Ladaux was her birthplace.

      St. Legier was a place that drew her heart.

      Skuodas had given her Torsten, though she had never had a chance to visit and thank them.

      But Petron was home. That was the siren that called her. Those stubborn, opinionated, chauvinistic, barbarian pirates. That place had also produced Shiori Ness, Cho Ayaka Nakamura, Yan Bedrov, and Pops Nakamura. Desianna Indah-Rodriguez. David Rodriguez.

      And Daneel.

      Yes. She was a First Centurion, and she was fighting a war for the future of mankind, but Jessica really just wanted to go home.
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      The Holding is a function of the Scholars.

      Ve Marak Entruk Han hummed the rest of the ditty under his breath, placing Scholars, Technicians, Warriors, and Artisans into their respective castes as the structure uplifting The Holding and paving the way for the eventual conquest of space back into a single galaxy-spanning, harmonious whole, removed from the primitive barbarisms that one found under every overturned rock.

      Briefly, he marveled that he could still sing along with the tune he had probably originally heard more than nine decades ago, in the first crèche after being weaned. But what was The Holding, but a structure of Scholars, even for the Minister of the Left Interior?

      Han checked his image in the mirror as he unfolded both mind and body from the daily meditation that kept him young and sharp. Tall and spare, with thin, white hair and skin that had taken on almost a translucent, golden quality, like a dwarf star.

      He wore a proper set of four robes, reversing the traditional pattern of darkest to lightest. His outermost was a lapis today, coming all the way in to indigo, closest to his being, tied off with a white obi. After ninety-four years, he was willing to work against tradition in some ways.

      To do anything else was to allow the body and the mind to become calcified, which was as bad an outcome for the body as The Holding. Too many Scholars simply accepted things, having stopped asking themselves why something is the way it is.

      He smiled to himself at the conceit, understanding that The Eldest had chosen to extend his reign as Minister of the Left Interior for one more year, already nearly a decade past the age when most Scholars and Ministers were compelled to step down.

      It was as important to regularly inject fresh blood into the ruling castes as it was to observe and generally obey the traditions that had brought them all thus.

      He exited his sparse cabin, done up with walls lighter than seafoam and a few sumi-e pieces of art that soothed his mind, to emerge into the corridor, walking with careful deliberation that reflected his years, if not his physical fitness.

      Today, it was not necessary to jog laps around the waist of this space station in the company of much-younger Warriors, just to remain in shape. Or to show off.

      He passed through the four, layered rings of security separating all Scholars from the presence of The Eldest and that being’s inner machinery. As Scholars spoke for The Eldest, Warriors protected him, and Technicians performed their esoteric worship that kept the ancient parts still working.

      Past the last portal, he entered the Chamber of The Mandarins and took his place at the left interior, last to arrive as befit the First Minister of the government. Today, they faced outward, speaking for The Eldest rather than hearing his wisdom.

      The silk pillows he sat upon had been replaced recently, new enough that he felt taller as he sat, more than just the erect carriage he maintained. It added to the geniality of his mood as he awaited developments.

      The others were here and settled. Ko Quebwas Polen Nim was on his left today as Minister of the Right Interior, as they had their faces and hearts turned away from The Eldest, while Nu Sheelan Robar Shil was on his right and Wa Dahnna Lomek Gar, Minister of the Right Facet, was on the far end, beyond Polen Nim.

      Han took their measure with a glance, and then located the Warrior standing just inside the door, a man chosen for his ability to remain almost invisible when not needed, and silent the rest of the time.

      “Send in the First Director,” Han instructed the guard, falling back into himself to meditate on The Great Plan.

      The First Director joined them quickly, obviously waiting in a nearby chamber to be called. Han found the man almost interchangeable with others of his kind that had held the position over the years. This one only stood out in Han’s mind because he was the first one to be born after a very young Minister of the Eighth Rank, as Han had been fifty-six years ago, proposed the changes to the Great Plan that saw Fribourg become the primary thrust of The Holding’s expansion.

      In other ways, he was a typical Warrior, if something more of a brutalitarian than others had usually been. Of medium height and a squat build, Au Honek Trilben Lor embodied all that the Warriors aspired to be, and just underlined why they were not Scholars.

      The man came to attention crisply, and then bowed fully to The Mandarins and The Eldest behind them.

      “What news from Samara?” Han asked formally.

      The next phase of the Great Plan would see a massive naval force, probably combining elements of both the Fribourg navy and their dangerous, new ally Aquitaine, to unleash an assault on the Chéngbǎo, the starbase Ural, in an attempt to overwhelm the fortress, once and for all.

      It was, of course, a trap. Samara was already the second-most-heavily defended star system in The Holding, behind only Winterhome itself, because those barbarians kept attacking it in stupidly-straightforward ways.

      Today, there were two full battlefleets hiding at Samara, in addition to the reinforced defenders. Fribourg would arrive and initiate combat, only to find themselves trapped deep in the gravity well of the planet when more defenders suddenly appeared above them from the darkness.

      They would be broken, and the psychological impact of two such crushing defeats in short order would cause the so-called Fribourg Empire to unravel. All of Han’s predictions and The Eldest’s modeling of human nature had laid it out in great detail.

      Han noticed that the First Director had gone slightly pale, rather than speaking immediately. He turned his Mandarin’s eye on the man.

      “None, First Minister,” the Warrior finally replied in a quieter-than-usual tone.

      “None?” Han was surprised. His three comrades were as well.

      They could not have attacked and won. Fribourg lacked the ships to overwhelm the defenders at Samara so heavily that no news would escape. And it was long past the time that the news would have arrived, even by a regular courier, to say nothing of the specialized Hammerheads that carried the orders of The Eldest to all Ministers.

      “None,” the Warrior agreed. “There has been other news from Samara, but no attack. Instead, there has been a more troubling raid.”

      Han felt blood begin to pool, heavy and chilled, in his belly at those words.

      “Where?” Han demanded in a voice like a blade in the night.

      “Severnaya Zemlya,” came the reply. “Capital of the Altai sector where the woman Keller has recently focused her attacks.”

      Quickly, the man described the combination strike, first hitting Yenisei and then pouncing on Severnaya Zemlya when the defenders were pulled forward to intercept an expected second attack at Ninagirsu.

      One that never came, as the wolves instead struck inward, rather than returning home.

      “There’s more,” the Warrior said as Han and the other Mandarins absorbed the audacity of Keller’s moves.

      “More?” Han asked, filled with sudden dread.

      “The course the barbarians took after striking Severnaya Zemlya, First Minister,” the First Director said.

      “Well?” Han demanded.

      “It was a reciprocal course for Winterhome,” the man said.

      Han felt the chill in his blood turn to pure rage. Something had gone very desperately wrong with The Plan. Worse, the Altai and Lena sectors had been stripped of much of their defenses to reinforce Samara.

      Keller had not taken the obvious bait. Had ignored it completely on several occasions, in spite of the surety of the Warriors.

      “Have you reinforced the local fleets?” Polen Nim, the Minister of the Right Interior demanded in her harsh, alto tone.

      “We have begun, Second Minister,” the Warrior turned his attention to her now. “But we do not believe that there is much Keller could to do threaten us here, given the forces in-system. Scouts are out looking in greater force than at any time in the last century.”

      “It is well,” Han announced. “Continue. And leave us.”

      Han suddenly had a feeling that the entire Holding might be at risk, as he had underestimated the woman and her hold on Imperial minds and fleets.

      Who was Keller Marie Jessica, that her own mortal enemy, the Fribourg Empire, would cast away centuries of tradition and socialization, to fight an entirely new way at her demand?

      And those ships she had brought with her. Alien naval architecture, at odds with everything Fribourg had ever built before. It was as though a designer had been at St. Legier during the first raid, and convinced the even-more-barbarous Aquitaine to completely change the way they thought and built.

      Only now was The Holding able to begin fielding the new Tigershark variant of the Mako, after the standard
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