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				Lieutenant Kris Longknife had almost finished her long to-do list.

				She had attended the funerals of every man, woman, and, saddest of all, child who’d died following her into the battle to save their planet. The media, and everyone else, was calling it the Battle of Wardhaven.

				She’d also visited the wounded in the hospital. A few more than once.

				Now there was only one item left on her to-do list. She needed to apologize to Commander Mandanti for what she’d done, stealing his squadron... and his honor.

				Nelly had arranged for them to meet at the “O” Club on High Wardhaven, a much-less-formal affair than the one dirtside. Kris arrived ten minutes early, to keep Jack Montoya, her Secret Service agent, happy. He arranged for her to have a quiet table in the corner, then settled against the wall between her and the door.

				“How’s the commander going to find me with you hulking around between me and the entrance?” Kris grumbled.

				“Don’t worry, he’ll spot you. I’m more worried about someone else’s spotting you. Whoever sent those battleships our way can’t be happy about losing them. I figure you’re near the top of their don’t-like list.”

				“Jack, this is Wardhaven. Nobody’s going to try to assassinate me here,” Kris said, letting exasperation flood her voice.

				“And exactly where was your little brother kidnapped?” Jack asked.

				Kris was saved from having to answer that question when Commander Mandanti entered... and headed directly for Kris’s table.

				“You called him!” Kris whispered.

				“You don’t have to have a computer as smart as Nelly to tell somebody what table you’ve grabbed at the club.”

				The commander’s arrival put an end to that debate as Kris stood to meet him.

				Kris hadn’t seen the old commander since the battle; his gray hair seemed totally white. He’d been recalled from retirement to ride herd on the mosquito-boat squadron and its hooligan junior officers. As she took her seat, she asked him how his battle had gone.

				“We damn near had to push the old Cushing away from the pier. Her engines picked that moment to remind us that she was a wreck and should have been sent to the breakers fifteen years ago with the rest of her class. Anyway, we managed to trail Santiago in the Halsey through most of the fight, but when she made her last charge, we kind of fell by the wayside. We did our bit, but it was hardly a glorious ending for the old boat. She’ll finally make her trip to the wreckers tomorrow. And not a moment too soon.”

				Kris listened intently both for the story and any underlying feelings. He seemed content to have fought the first battle of his forty-year career... and to have survived it.

				Kris took a deep breath and began her apology. “I’m sorry I took over the squadron from you, sir.”

				“Is that why we’re meeting? You think I’m mad at you for taking the fast-attack boats out?”

				“I did kind of take command of the squadron away from you, sir,” Kris said. What she’d done was not being examined in the media, nor formally discussed by the Navy. What was being whispered about at “O” clubs and cocktail parties was not something Kris was included in. No doubt, a lot of senior officers had their noses out of joint.

				Commander Mandanti laughed. Still chuckling, he said, “Do you honestly think I planned on packing these old bones into one of those fast-attack boats and leading the charge, young lady? No way. That was why I’d been rotating the command of each division among you young bucks. I wanted that bunch of prima donnas to get a good sniff of how each of you did as a leader. I figured when the fecal matter hit the fan, one of you would be accepted as the clear leader.”

				He leaned forward, resting both elbows on the table, and grinned. “It worked, didn’t it?”

				“I wasn’t sure it would, for a minute, there,” Kris said. Having announced to one and all that she intended to take command of the squadron, there had been a rough couple of seconds when she thought two or three of the other skippers might object. Certainly Taussig, regular Navy back six generations, had not looked persuaded.

				“Yeah, but then Captain Santiago sauntered in, and that was the end of doubt,” the commander said. “I guess it’s true what they say. Every Longknife needs a Santiago.”

				Kris had finally found out the truth behind that story. Now that she’d seen it in action, she couldn’t agree more.

				“Besides,” the commander went on, “I’d never have thought up your idea of using the tugs to reload and recock the fast-attack boats. We never would have gotten those battlewagons without that second attack. Brilliant.”

				“Somebody else put the tugs out there, sir. I just figured out an additional use for them.”

				“The tugs had to be out there. You have no idea how cranky civilians can get when hunks of wreckage crash down in their living rooms. It’s standard to have tugs out to pick up the larger pieces, but to use them to recharge your lasers and refuel your antimatter engines, that one wasn’t in the book. Trust me, Lieutenant, it will be in the next edition. You bet it will.”

				“I’m glad to know that there are no hard feelings, sir. Still, if there’s anything I can do for you, all you have to do is ask.”

				“There is one thing,” the commander said in a conspiratorial whisper as he leaned across the table.

				“If that princess gig of yours ever takes you to a party where Adorable Dora is reporting, could you smack her in the mouth for me? Preferably on camera. Tell her it’s from the Navy.”

				Kris laughed; the commander was not the only one whose nasty list was headed by Dora Evermorn of Galactic News and Entertainment. “I wanted to shoot her,” Kris said.

				“Better idea,” the commander agreed.

				“But Jack, my Secret Service agent, takes a dim view of his primary carrying. It’s kind of hard to shoot anyone when you’ve been disarmed.”

				At the taking of his name in vain, Jack interrupted his vigil—checking diners, doors, and more—for a second and flashed the two a smile. One fast smile, then he was back on guard.

				“Good man,” the commander said.

				“Most of the time,” Kris admitted with a sigh. She liked having Jack around. Now, if she could just get him to do what she wanted.

				But Mandanti was back on Dora. “I can hardly argue that it was bad, us losing so many in the fight, but to say, on the air, that the career and reserves who died didn’t matter, we were just doing our job!” Mandanti let out an exasperated breath. “None of us signed up for anything like the one-sided battle that was. Yes, we needed all hands on deck and more hands than they left in port. Yes, it’s a shame that so many of the civilians died. And yes, we couldn’t have pulled it off without the rag, tag, and bobtail collection that you put together, Your Highness.”

				“But I should never have brought in the system runabouts. The Coast Guard auxiliary were massacred,” Kris said, shaking her head. “And a couple of those runabouts, they had mom and dad, sister and brother on board. I know. I attended the funerals.”

				The commander leaned across the table and rested his hands on Kris’s. “Is that what’s eating at you?”

				“Doesn’t it bother you, sir?”

				“You haven’t seen the tapes, have you?”

				“Tapes? What tapes?”

				“Van Horn taped his battle board. So did several other ships. A couple survived. I’ve watched them. I don’t care what the media say, the Navy’s going to get its history books right this time. But it’s the massacre of the runabouts that you need to see.”

				“I don’t think I could stand it, sir.”

				“Kris, they knew what they were doing. We all knew that the only ships out there that could do a damn thing against those battleships were the fast-attack boats. I knew it, and so did the coasties on the runabouts. The tape shows when the first one got blown out of space, and the next, and the next. What it doesn’t show is anyone flinching. Not one of them tried to break away. They saw their power-squadron mates being swatted like flies, and they kept right on charging in.”

				Kris had no words for that kind of courage.

				“And then you recovered with the tugs. They knew no runabouts had made it through the first
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