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  Epitaph


My lord, your servant. Is this a fool? The madman?
Let him be what he will, he spoke the truth. If other fools be thus, they’re dangerous fellows.
When will the tedious gods permit thy soul to walk abroad in its own majesty?
And throw this visor of thy madness from thee?
O, what but infinite spirit, prompted by fate, for empire’s weight to turn on, could endure
As thou have done, in the labors of an age, all follies, scoffs, reproaches, pities, scorns,
Indignities to blows sustained. . .
To act deformity in a thousand shapes, to please the greater monster of the two;
That cries, bring forth the Beast, and let him tumble. 
                                                 -From the story of Lucius Junius Brutus







  
  Previously From The Jeopardy Directive


Excerpts from Darkness Hovering, Book 1



“Did you talk to Gravis about Ivora?” Leland asked as they crossed into the shadow of a colonnade. 
“I did. He says she’s buried deep in the Frisian military.”
Leland’s smile faltered for half a heartbeat, but he bent to kiss her cheek for their watchers’ benefit. “Holy hell,” he muttered against her skin. “The Frisian military? What does she have to do with them?”
They turned down a side street. Monique’s gloved hand tightened around his arm as a patrol drifted past. Her smile never wavered, but her words were a whisper between them.
      “They’re causing chaos throughout that sector of the galaxy. The war with Ruteria is going badly.” 

      ***“Tell her I’ll be right there,” Gravis instructed the AI. Ivora was one of his best agents, working deep undercover in the Frisian military.
The Frisians had grown reckless, provoking war with Ruteria under the flimsiest pretense — some imagined insult from the Ruterian Emperor. Everyone knew the truth: Ruteria was rich in Corinum, and the Frisians needed it for their weapons and their secret experiments. Months ago, they had stormed the Ruterian palace, slaughtered the entire royal family, and turned the palace itself into their command post.
A resistance still fought in the shadows, but Ivora hadn’t made contact yet. Disguised as a Frisian officer, she was close, but every day in enemy ranks was a risk.

      ***Gravis nodded. “Yes. We’re GSM. Ivora’s been undercover among the Frisians, gathering intelligence so we can end this war and help Ruteria. Your father asked us to intervene. She arrived here a few weeks after the tragedy with your family.”






  
  Chapter one
Traitor


Rue jumped, twisting his body; his leg kicked out and his foot caught the side of Locke’s head with a satisfying crack. His mentor fell back from the blow but recovered faster than most men half his age and lunged for Rue’s ankles as Rue landed in a crouch. Rue sprang back, out of reach, just in time, somersaulting in the air, and landed behind Locke. A high kick in the back, connecting with Locke’s spine, pushed him forward and onto the floor. 
“You got me again,” Locke grunted as he picked himself up.
Rue tried to suppress a smile.
Then he noticed Locke moved a certain way, shifting his stance.  By reflex, he slid to the side. He then jumped toward Locke, pinning him to the ground.
“I am impressed,” Locke said. “I haven’t caught you unaware in a long time.”
“Are we done now?” Rue asked.
“No, we need to work some more.”  
Locke’s concentration seemed to be elsewhere, as if he were waiting or listening for something. His eyes flicked toward the narrow window, toward the faint tremor running through the palace stones. Artillery? Again?
“If you like all this abuse, I can give more,” Rue said. “Come on.”
Locke hesitated.
“What’s going on?” Rue asked. “You’re distracted.” 
“Nothing is distracting me,” Locke said too quickly. “Rue, what is your focal point when fighting?”
“Remembering you can know no one a hundred percent,” Rue replied. 
“And why do I ask?”
“So I would learn to be aware and keep my eye on you, because you are a sly bastard and I . . .”
The world erupted.
Gunfire, blasters, explosions, yelling, and frantic screaming came from below. The room quaked and Rue bolted for the door, but Locke reached out and stopped him with iron force.
 He stood listening, wondering what to do and what was happening, until the sound of blood-curdling screams came from below. 
His mother. 
Rue ran to the stairway, but Locke stopped him again. Locke held him harder. “Rue. Listen to me.”
More explosions. More screams.
“Let me go!” Rue fought like a trapped animal.
“No,” Locke snapped, pulling at the large younger man. 
Rue looked at Locke, his heart pounding in his chest. “M-my m-mother,” he said, trying to get away from Locke, who still had a forceful grip on his arm. 
“If you go down there, they will kill you. I’ve kept you here for a reason.”
Rue froze.
“You k-knew?”
“Rue, it’s too late for her,” Locke said. “She could have left a long time ago, but she stayed.”
The sound of more gunfire and explosions filled the room. 
Another scream from his mother.
“N-no,” Rue yelled, fighting to get away from Locke.
“You can’t go down there; you are already stuttering again.” 
The two men fought; Rue desperate to get to his mother. 
Locke held Rue down. 
“Stay here where you are safe. That’s why I have you here with me. Don’t be a fool; this is no time to play the hero. An entire squadron of Frisians is in the palace, but I told them to stay off this floor.” 
Rue’s blood iced over.
“You did th-this? H-how did you get th-them past the g-guards?” Rue asked, his voice bitter.
“I told them about the catacombs and how to get into the palace undetected,” Locke said, eyes cold. “Your father trusted me with the map. A mistake.”
Rue reeled as betrayal struck like a blow to the chest. “You br-brought the Frisians into the p-palace to k-kill my f-family?” Rage and hurt burst through his body.
“No,” Locke said quietly. “Just your father.”
Rue shoved him with everything he had. “M-my father?” Rue struggled to get away from Locke.
“Your father is a wicked man, Rue, and you know it. He is a merciless despot, a narcissist, a psychopath; he has to be taken down.”
“Y-you w-were his f-friend,” he yelled, pushing against Locke.
“I was nothing but a glorified babysitter, a lowly servant. Don’t tell me he considered me any kind of friend or even valued me,” Locke spat. “Get yourself under control, get your stuttering under control, and don’t go downstairs. There is nothing you can do for them.”
Rue couldn’t process the hurt of Locke’s betrayal. The anger rose in him like a tidal wave. 
Another scream—his mother.
Rue broke Locke’s grip, rammed a shoulder into his chest, and sprinted out the door.
“No, Rue, they will kill you,” Locke yelled after him. “Stupid, pig head, haven’t I taught you anything?”
Rue didn’t stop. He ran toward the screams.
The screams were not just his mother, there was gunfire, more screams, and men yelling. He saw bodies lying all over the palace. Blood was everywhere.  Pouring over the steps in a thick, glistening sheet, as though the heart of the palace had been torn open . The bodies belonged to the servants, the doormen, the maids, the cooks, the guards, and the soldiers. They lay helpless, lifeless, in pools of their own blood. He knew every face he stepped past.
More screams. His mother’s voice again—ragged, desperate.
 As he drew close, he slowed to a walk, moving gingerly down the stairway, his heart hammering. He leaned against the wall that led to the main room. Something primal told him to be quiet. To hide. Clinging to the wall, he slipped behind a large, heavy drape that covered the towering windows. 
Peering through the fabric, he saw the Frisian soldiers had gathered his family in the center of the room.
Cratzia, Heron’s wife, stood shaking, tears falling as she clasped their smallest child in her arms. Heron, his brother, pale as a ghost, stood next to her, one arm around his wife, the other holding their six-year-old son. 
 His mother shrieked, terror breaking her voice. His father tried to hold her still, murmuring things Rue couldn’t hear.
Rue’s breath seized.
The Frisians raised their blades.
“No,” Rue mouthed.
Steel flashed.
Throats opened.
Bodies dropped.
He heard the crunching of bones as the soldiers twisted the necks of those he loved dearest, letting them drop like a heap of bloody rags onto the carpeted floor. Even the small children slumped down, slaughtered without mercy.
Rue’s hand went to his mouth, and he bit it hard to keep himself from screaming. Tears burned down his face and the anguish gather in his throat. His vision blurred. Every breath stabbed in his chest. 
Then he heard his father’s voice. “Please, no.” The emperor fell to his knees, staring at the bodies of his wife and children.
Rue shook uncontrollably. His hands trembled. He wanted to vomit. Overwhelmed with helplessness, he froze.
“Oh yes,” Locke said, as he walked into the room. 
“Locke,” the emperor said. “Help m—.” 
He stopped. Recognition. Horror, as if he knew in that instant Locke was behind it. 
Locke pulled a sharp sword out of its sheath. Rue knew the sword, it was from Locke’s time as a commander in the military.
Rue did not hear the words as they were spoken.
He saw them. A blade—glinting, turning slowly in a hand that was not quite his. Jasmine’s face—soft, laughing—then gone.
You killed her.
The emperor’s voice came apart, scattered, as if carried on a broken signal.
It wasn’t me…
Blood. There had been blood. Too much of it. A child—never seen, only imagined—lost before breath.
The child wasn’t yours.
That was wrong. That was a lie. It had always been a lie.
I was protecting her.
Rage rose again—old, familiar, carved into him over years.
Twenty-five years of it. Twenty-five years of hearing the same voice, the same excuses, the same careful twisting of truth.
Liar.
The word did not echo in the room. It lived in him. The emperor’s face lingered last—blurred, distant—something like sorrow in his eyes.
Rue did not believe Locke. He never had.
Rue’s head filled with images. This had been happening to him periodically since he was a small boy. Images of different things would come into his head as he spoke with people or listened to others. Now, a man assaulting Jasmine multiple times as she tried to fight him off filled his mind. He put his hands up to his head hoping those images would leave, but he couldn’t turn his eyes away from his father.
With one swing of the sword, Locke severed the emperor’s head. 
Rue watched his father’s head fall to the floor. With every ounce of strength in him, he used his will to keep from emptying his stomach. He watched Locke take the bloody head of his father and put it in a cloth bag. Clinging to the drapes, he shook so violently the fabric rustled.
Locke looked at the pile of slaughtered bodies. 
“Search the palace again thoroughly and ensure no one remains alive,” he ordered. He left the room, laughing with the Frisian soldiers.
Rue was in shock. He was standing behind the drapes, shaking, not knowing what to do, when a large hand grabbed his arm, pulling him out into the room. Rue’s mind moved so fast he had no control of himself. “N-no, n-no.” His heart was pounding with fear, with grief, with anger, and with confusion. 
“N-no, l-l-eave m-me a-alone,” he yelled, trying to pull the man’s hand off his arm so he could run.
“I found a straggler,” the soldier said, putting a knife to Rue’s throat.
“Kill him,” one soldier commanded. “Then throw him on the pile with the other bodies.” 
“D-don’t k-kill m-me,” Rue sobbed, terrified, snot and tears running down his face.
“Just kill him,” the soldier commanded again.
“Wait,” a voice came from the center of the room.
Rue saw a big man with sergeant stripes on his sleeve and Rue’s family’s blood, soaked into his uniform, walking toward him. 
“N-no,” Rue said.
“What’s wrong with you?” the sergeant asked.
Everything was spinning. Overwhelmed, hurt and confused, he put his hands over his ears and started screaming. 
“Leave him alone,” the sergeant said. “We’ll take him with us. He is probably unbalanced, addled. My brother was like him; he’s harmless.”
“He could be a royal,” the soldier said.
“No, look at his clothing, baggy black pants, and a long black shirt. He’s some kind of servant, and this is his uniform,” the sergeant said. “He is too stupid to be a royal. I’ll take him to the base.”
“You can’t do that,” one man said. “We have orders to kill everyone.”
The sergeant pulled his gun and put it to the man’s head. “I am in charge of this operation. If you disagree with the way I do things, maybe you can take his place.”
The man backed off, and the sergeant put his pistol back in his holster.
“Come on, man,” the sergeant said, grabbing Rue’s arm. 
They led Rue out of the palace. He dared not look back. Hordes of Frisian soldiers exited the palace with them, and Rue knew no one had survived but him. 
Bodies of Ruterian soldiers filled the palace grounds, and the smell of blood filled the air outside, almost as thick as it had been inside the palace.
Above them, the Ruterian Air Force was attacking. 
Lasers shot from the fighters that flew overhead, hitting some soldiers and damaging the side of the palace. Frisian battleships followed them. Rue watched the Ruterian fighters go down in fire and smoke as a large Frisian cruiser that loomed over the palace destroyed them one by one. 

      ***In the third sector of the planet Ruteria, the Frisians had taken over. Just a few miles from the palace where they had set up a small base. The sergeant led him to the locker room, where the men undressed, showered and changed their clothes. 
Rue sat on a bench leaning against a locker, still shaking, watching the blood of his family, servants, and friends pour like thick sauce off these men, then mingle with the water and flow down the shower drains.
“My name is Sergeant Grumett. Herm Grumett, you can call me Sergeant.”
Rue looked up to see a large naked man drying his hair with a white towel. “S-sergeant,” Rue repeated. 
“That’s right.” 
“What the hell are you going to do with him, Grumett?” one man asked. “He’s worthless.”
“I don’t know, maybe he can be my pet,” he said, laughing. “At one time the prevailing army would take slaves. What the hell happened to that custom?”
The soldiers laughed.
“You can’t say he isn’t entertaining,” one soldier said. “We could use him as a punching bag, or target practice.”
“I don’t know,” Grumett shrugged. “I may eventually kill him. Right now, he reminds me of my brother, so I’ll keep him around until I tire of him, like I did with my brother.”
The men laughed harder.
Rue stared at the floor. He didn’t blink. He didn’t speak.
Inside, something ancient awakened.
Night had fallen when Sergeant Grumett took him to a small two-story cinder-block house in a neighborhood of other cinder-block houses that all looked the same. This was Frisian architecture. Rue knew the Ruterians hadn’t built these houses; the Frisians built them when they took over this sector of the city.
“You will live here,” Grumett told Rue, pointing to a small wooden doghouse in the center of the backyard. “The dog won’t mind. I killed him a long time ago because he was being stubborn. I’ll do the same to you if you give me any grief.”  
Rue nodded.
“What’s your name?” Grumett demanded.
Rue paused. Then, quietly: “I am D-drack E-enthar.”
“Drack Enthar? You Ruterians have some screwed-up names,” Grumett said, walking away.
Rue crawled into the doghouse. It still smelled of dog, and like dog shit and mold. There was a dirty blanket in the corner. The sergeant hadn’t fed him or offered him any water since he had taken him from the palace. 
Drack didn’t care. He wanted only one thing. To kill every Frisian on this base. To make them pay.
They thought him addled. Thought he was stupid. 
He would let them believe it. Because they did not know—Drack Enthar was not a servant. Not a fool. Not broken.
He was the Ruterian god of revenge. And revenge was about to begin.








  
  Chapter two
Locke Mercen


Locke left Ruteria with the emperor’s head secured in an evidence bag—lined to contain the blood, designed for transport without notice. He carried it through the starport without a second glance from anyone. 
How poetic. Locke patted the bag and grinned.
He arrived hours later in Bral, the capital city of Frisia—a place he had left decades ago and was never welcome in. The palace towered above the city like a metal citadel, cold, angular, unyielding. He climbed the steps with the bag pressed to his side, his walk almost jaunty. He had imagined this moment for twenty-five years.
The administrative wing loomed before him—columns carved with the insignia of the ruling bloodline, security drones drifting lazily along the ceiling arches. As a commoner, this was the only part of the palace he could ever enter. But today was different. Today, he carried proof of loyalty worth more than blood.
Inside, bright solar lamps flooded the marble floors with sterile light. Surveillance cameras blinked like mechanical eyes. Motion sensors hummed faintly. They disguised detectors as ornamental panels and tucked them into the corners. Locke identified them instantly. Even after all these years, his military training hadn’t faded.
A middle-aged receptionist, pretty in a polished, distant way, stepped into his path with a practiced, plastic smile.
“What can I do for you?” she asked, her tone pleasant, posture prepared to break his arm if necessary.
He looked her up and down, licking his lips to unsettle her. “I am Locke Mercen. I have an appointment to see the emperor.” 
Her expression never changed. “The emperor is indisposed and not receiving visitors. You will need to make an appointment.”
“I already had an appointment, and that appointment is now,” Locke replied. “The emperor himself told me he would be waiting.”
“Yes,” she murmured, with a hint of derision in her tone. “I see. One moment.” 
The woman walked away; her head up and back straight, as if she were walking away from an unruly child she had no intention of dealing with. The subtle body language of a woman who believed she outranked half the planet.
Locke scoffed, watching her go, imagining what she would look like begging him for more after he’d had his reward. He smiled at the thought.  
He waited.
Ten minutes passed.
Then twenty.
His package still under his arms. He would not leave until he had spoken with the emperor. They would have to throw him out or he would camp out there all night. One or the other, but he wasn’t leaving.
Finally, a tall man with graying hair and a crisp uniform approached. He radiated authority and contempt in equal measure. “I’m Prime Minister Carston Hossler,” he said, looking Locke over and not offering his hand. “You’re Locke Mercen?” His gaze slid over Locke, like evaluating a stain.
Locke nodded.
“We have been expecting you. I apologize for the inconvenience. The emperor is currently unavailable, but he instructed me to accept the package on his behalf. He will meet with you at a later time. This won’t be long and thank you for your service. Now, may I have the package?”
“I’m not giving it to anyone but the emperor, especially not an errand boy, “ Locke said. “I want to make sure I get what he promised me before I hand it over.”
“You are Ruterian,” the prime minister said. 
Locke knew he was hoping to weaken him, to make him feel small. “I am,” he said, holding up his chin and continuing to glare at the man. “I am also Frisian.”
“Ah, yes, a half-breed,” the man said, looking down his nose at Locke.
Locke’s smile broadened. He pulled a device from his pocket and pushed some buttons. A yellow beam scanned the prime minister, startling him. Once the man realized it would not hurt him, he seemed to regain his composure. 
“This is harmless,” Locke said. “But it’s telling me you’re only one-quarter Frisian yourself.” Locke smiled. 
Carston paled.
“I may be more of a Frisian than you. Does anyone else know this, or have you kept it a secret? I know the Frisians are extreme about their heritage.” 
Carston straightened his coat with stiff dignity. “What is that device?”
“A little Ruterian invention I picked up a few years ago,” Locke said. “Very useful for meetings like this.”
“May I see it?” he asked.
“No, you may not,” Locke said, putting the device back in his pocket. “I want to see the emperor, and I want to see him now.”
Carston exhaled—a diplomat’s sigh, carefully practiced. “The emperor is indisposed. 
“I am not leaving until I see the emperor.” Locke stared at him, unblinking.
“I want to help you, really, I do,” Carston said. “I believe if you come back in one week, the emperor will see you. I will make sure that it happens.”
Locke glared at him. He didn’t want to wait a week.
“One week,” Carston repeated.
“If I don’t get a call from you within that week,” Locke said quietly, “I will broadcast this information I’ve collected across Frisia. Your lineage. Your secrets. And perhaps a few other things I’ve collected.”
Locke knew the man understood he was being threatened by a half-breed Frisian with an emperor’s head in a bag under his arm.
“I give my word,” the man said.
“I don’t give a damn about your word,” Locke replied. “Do what you promised, or you’ll be cleaning waste pipes in the Fifth Sector—assuming they don’t slit your throat instead.”
The man nodded. Carston reached out to take the bag. 
Locke stepped back. “No, it stays with me.” 
He turned and strode toward the exit.
Behind him, the prime minister’s voice dropped into a hiss, low but not low enough to escape Locke’s hearing: “Filthy Ruterian.”
Locke grinned. He had expected nothing less.






  
  Chapter three
Provocation


Rue couldn’t sleep. 
Every time he closed his eyes, he saw his mother’s face twisted in terror, Heron’s children dangling limp in Frisian hands, Cratzia’s arms still wrapped around the smallest as she fell. He heard the wet sound of blades cutting through flesh, bones snapping, bodies dropping.
And then Locke.
Locke Mercen, the man who had raised him since he was six years old. The man who had taught him never to trust anyone completely. The man who had beheaded his father, and over something that very well may not have been his father’s doing. 
The images that had forced themselves into Rue’s mind at the moment of his father’s death came back—Jasmine screaming, a man forcing himself on her, guards dragging her away, his father shouting orders Rue couldn’t quite hear. Rue didn’t know what was memory, what was imagination, what was something else entirely.
He knew only that he might never sleep again.
The back door of the house creaked. Sergeant Grumett trudged across the yard and stopped in front of the doghouse. Rue’s muscles tensed. He didn’t move. Rue wasn’t sure what would happen next. Grumett shoved a dirty plate of table scraps and a bowl of water through the door of the doghouse as if he were feeding an animal. 
A plate clattered against the floor inside, followed by a metal bowl.
“There,” Grumett muttered. “Eat.”
Rue heard the sergeant’s boots crunching the grass as he walked away. 
Rue waited until the footsteps faded. Then he pushed himself up and looked at the food. Cold scraps. Grease. Bone fragments. A dirty bowl of water. Garbage, essentially.
Just that morning, he had awakened in the palace. Servants had served breakfast on a white linen tablecloth. By Ruterian tradition, the midday meal was the largest meal and a time for family. They had all gathered and given thanks to the Ruterian gods for good health and one another before they ate together. 
Now he sat alone in a stinking doghouse, looking at table scraps from the sergeant’s dinner and a dirty bowl of water. 
He ate the food with his fingers, knowing he needed to get used to this. He picked up the bowl of water and drank from it. Not because he accepted it, but because he needed strength. He drank the water, ignoring the film on the surface.
The night air bit through the thin fabric of his training clothes. Ruteria was in the far sector of the galaxy, farther from the sun than most planets, and it had a cool, even cold climate, some would say. There was only one season, with cool days and even colder nights. 
Rue tried to stretch out, but the doghouse was too small. At nearly six-foot-three, built from years of combat drills, he was easily twice the size of whatever animal had lived there before. His knees pressed into the rotting wood. His shoulders brushed both walls.
Shivering, he tried putting the nasty blanket over himself, which worked if he didn’t pull it up to his face and breathe in the stench. He lay there for a while, but his mind was determined to drive him mad. He knew there was only one way he could sleep. 
Rue eased his head toward the opening and peered out. The yard was dark. Quiet. No movement at the windows. He crawled out, body already numbing in the cold. His black training clothes blended with the shadows. Around his waist was a long, wide silk scarf he’d worn during practice—a gift from his mother, tucked under his shirt. No one had noticed; if they had, it would be gone; they would have stolen it from him. 
He unwound it and wrapped it around his head, covering everything from the shoulders up except his eyes. He slipped through the fence and into the night. The flat, soft shoes he wore during his workout with Locke would have to do. They would keep him from making unnecessary noise. Hidden in the shadows, he slipped out of the yard.
Rue had learned many things the night of the palace assault—watching from behind the heavy drapes as the Frisians moved room to room. That night it only took an hour to learn how to trace himself through the occupied sector of the palace grounds. Another to learn the patrol patterns the Frisians now used. Another to wait.
The palace no longer belonged to the Ruterian line. They were in the process since the massacre of stripping and repurposing its halls, reassigning and renaming its rooms. What had once been a residence and the glory of Ruteria was now an administrative center for the Frisian’s war.
Galanes was on duty.
Stationed near the front approach, just beyond the main steps. Close enough to the entrance to believe himself secure.
Rue watched from the shadow of a shattered column, scarf pulled over his face, breath slow and measured.
He remembered Galanes’s silhouette from earlier—how he’d stepped forward, taking hold of Heron’s six-year-old son. Rue remembered the sound and the way the little body had gone still.
 The knife Rue had taken from a dead soldier earlier slid easily into his hand. A Frisian blade, military issue—small, precise, brutally sharp. The very type they had used on his family. 
He moved when the patrol turned.
One step. Then another.
Galanes never heard him.
Rue came up behind him, one hand clamping over the mouth before the man could draw breath.
The blade went in clean, slicing hard and fast, the same way Galanes had done it to the child. A practiced motion. A second’s work.
Then the twist.
Bone cracked.
No scream. Just a wet sound that never fully formed.
Rue lowered the body carefully, laid it flat on the stone, and wiped the blade on the Frisian uniform. Then he dragged the weight forward, inch by inch, through the quiet.
He did not hurry.
By the time dawn crept pale over the palace, Galanes lay sprawled across the entrance steps—throat opened, neck broken, left where every incoming officer would see him.
A message.
Rue was already gone.
By the time he crawled back into the doghouse, wrapped himself in the filthy blanket, and closed his eyes, sleep came easily.
His body ached from the cramped space, but his mind—for the first time since the massacre—was quiet. The doghouse door framed a strip of dark yard and the back of Grumett’s house.
What would they make him do today? Stay in the doghouse? Trail after the sergeant? Would they use him as target practice?
He didn’t have to wait long to find out. As the pale morning light crept over the yard, he heard Grumett’s voice.
“Stupid! Up. Move.”
Rue crawled out.

      ***They walked back to the Frisian base together, Rue following half a step behind like an obedient dog. In the locker room, the men from the palace raid were already gearing up, strapping on weapons and armor, voices loud and careless.
“I still can’t believe you have him following you,” one soldier said—the same one who had held a knife to Rue’s throat in the palace. Knife Man, Rue labeled him.
“What am I supposed to do with him?” Grumett snorted. “Chain him to the doghouse?”
“Why not?”
“You can give him to me,” a woman’s voice purred.
“Ohhh,” the other men commented.
A tall Frisian woman sauntered into view, her uniform snug in a way that was not regulation. She looked Rue over slowly, predatory curiosity in her eyes.
“Keep your paws off him, Glenda,” Grumett said.
She smiled. “He smells like dog shit. Maybe I should bathe him.”
“What do you want with this moron?” one man asked. “He doesn’t even know where his cock is.” 
“He doesn’t have to,” she purred, “because I know where it is.” 
“Get out of here,” Grumett told her.
“For now,” she said. “I will let him be, but I’d like to talk to you about it later, Herm.” She ran her tongue over her lips and walked away with an exaggerated sway that made Rue’s skin crawl.
“B-bad l-lady,” Rue said. 
“She wants to screw you, stupid,” Grumett said
The men laughed. 
More laughter.
“Hey, guys, did you hear?” A tall, thin soldier in a pressed dress uniform hurried into the room. He wasn’t breathing hard. The others turned.
“What is it, Ormond?” Knife Man asked. “What did you hear now in your cushy desk job at the palace?”  
“Hey, this is serious,” he said. “I came down here myself to tell you, and I didn’t have to. You’ll find out, eventually.”
“What is it?” Grumett grumbled, only half interested.
“They found Galanes dead this morning.”
Every man in the room stopped. “What?” they exclaimed in unison.
“The palace is in an uproar.” Ormond said. “Investigative teams are trying to find who did it, but —“
“How?” someone demanded.
“But what? Tell us, you little shit.” One of the naked soldiers grabbed him. “How was he killed?”
Ormond swallowed. “His throat cut and his neck broken.” 
Rue watched as each man turned a different shade of pale depending on their coloring.
“Where was he found?” Grumett asked, sharper now.
“On the steps of the Ruterian palace. They think it happened in the night before the officers set up command.”
“We need to find out what’s going on,” Grumett said. “I will take Rue to the hangar and have him clean my ship while we find Lieutenant Bell and see what he has to say about this.”
He nodded at Rue. “Move, Stupid.”
The sergeant’s ship was a Frisian H5, an older model, a fighter, short-range but fast, all sharp angles and scorched metal. Rue found it mildly surprising that the sergeant had a ship. The way Grumett had led the raid, Rue had assumed he was straight infantry.
“Have fun,” one man mocked as they left, while the others laughed. 
“I’ll be back later,” Grumett said. “I want it spotless. Don’t think about running. See those men?”
Rue glanced at the other soldiers scattered around the bay, working on their ships, loading equipment.
“They have orders to shoot you if you even look like you’re thinking,” Grumett said with a
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