
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Syreen takes daring to a new level—all alone against a galaxy full of enemies—or is she? “I will do what needs to be done to protect my shipmates, complete my mission, fulfill my duties as the Duchy’s Fleet Commander in Charge, and navigate this ship in battle.”

	 

	 

	Lieutenant Syreen thinks of herself as a skilled spaceship pilot in the Duchy Fleet. When another stellar nation invades her home system, her skills are put to the ultimate test. Before long, all her wingmates are shot dead, all their other spaceships are destroyed, and she soon she finds herself as Fleet’s only survivor on active duty. How is she supposed to fight the already victorious enemy battleships all alone?

	Giving up is not an option, at least not for her. Forced to withdraw and find new answers, she must also keep control of her own body that begins to demand warm blood.

	After her escape, she starts looking for support for her cause. However, no other nation wants to become the invaders’ next target. Instead of support, she only finds a few lucky survivors, and a researcher who will at least fund her while following his own goals. His mention of the remnants of an ancient race triggers her curiosity—because the invaders were also looking for a relic of an ancient race. Could these two goals be related?
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	For the oldest still active ski jumper. Your happy attitude rocks!

	 


Part One—Coming Out

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	A red light flashed over the door. Syreen jumped up and grabbed her bag and was out of her bunk before the klaxons went off. Not this time, no more disciplinary penalties for being late.

	Half a centicycle later she met her wingmates on the flight deck.

	“Get in your gear,” Cap barked, “this is not an exercise!”

	Not? Aw shit. Syreen dashed toward her skirmisher—basically a seat, a power plant, an engine and one light pulse cannon wrapped in a thin, spindle-shaped metal sheet—and let herself drop into her cockpit. Okay, let’s give ‘em raiders a good time, shall we?

	She ran through her routine. Buckles, headgear, data glove, flight stick, stimulator. She waited for the short prick of the syringe in her right thigh. Ouch. I so hate needles. Her status went green.

	“Silver Seven?” she heard her wingleader on the private line.

	“Check.”

	“Syreen...”

	“Don’t worry. I’ll be there, I won’t chicken out.” Not while we’re doing real business. That’s not me.

	“I didn’t want to imply that.”

	Oh yes, you did. “Trust me, Cap. Now where’s the target?”

	“You’ll get your fun soon enough. Silver Wing, prepare for launch in five.”

	A little wave of heat shot through her right leg, and the psyjuice started its work. The colors around her looked brighter, the fine hissing sound of the oxybox became a rhythmical melody. There was a brief moment of dizziness before her body adapted to the drug. She began to enjoy the warm presence of the stimulator and adjusted herself in her seat. Not for the first time she wondered what it would feel like for the males, but obviously she lacked some imagination.

	“One—go!”

	Like a gush of sperm, her wing’s slender skirmishers were shot out of Base Four’s launching tubes. Her tac came to life with a scatterplot of purple icons. Oh heck! At least five dreadnaughts, the obligatory wake of cruisers, and a cloud of stingships. Who had ever seen dreadnaughts, the largest warships ever built, in operation? This was not the expected raid they had been preparing for, this was full-scale invasion.

	“Silver Wing, here’s our order. We’ll engage Daddy Five’s escort and make room for the tanks. Score well!”

	Daddy Five’s icon turned yellow together with its escorts.

	This is madness. You think I have issues with discipline? Nope. I have issues with stupidity, and to think our three outdated destroyers plus eight wings of skirmishers could stop this armada is outright stupid. But Fleet won’t retreat, that’s a given. She sighed. So be it. At least we’ll die on the crest of ecstasy today.

	She didn’t need much of her concentration to stay in formation. Cap—Silver Leader—wasn’t very creative. He flew by the Books, fought by the Books, and he would die by the Books, as their enemy quite certainly knew the rules just as well.

	Unless I can do something about it. No, she wouldn’t be able to win this battle. But a few unconventional maneuvers—which she was infamous for—might buy her wing some time, perhaps even enough time for someone with brains to stop this massacre.

	“Combat config,” Cap commanded.

	“Check.” Her headgear picked up the spot her glance was focusing on and triggered the reconfiguration. Delicate antennae reached out of the main hull to weave the protective shield, which could deflect stray shots and thus might let them live a few centicycles longer. No way a skirmisher could survive a direct hit from one of the tanks—be it a destroyer, a cruiser or a dreadnaught.

	As if to prove her thoughts, behind her Base Four silently melted away. Poor bastards—they had been a sitting duck for the dreadnaughts’ long-range missiles. The other bases followed within millicycles. They might have had a chance to launch their own score of missiles, but those would be wiped out by the enemy cruisers’ tight mesh of countermeasures.

	“Bandits—outer seven,” Cap noticed. “Keep positions.”

	Sure. Give ‘em easy prey. You know you’ll be the last—your wingmates’ shields will amplify yours. Bandits will start shooting the tips—that is, me—and work inward. Meanwhile you get your chance to return fire.

	A slight pull on the flight stick, and her skirmisher pranced around the almost invisible beams of energy which crossed in the position she had assumed until a blink before. Fuck yourself, bastards. And take this. She triggered her own pulse cannon and struck home. “Score!”

	Her tac acknowledged the kill. Her stimulator pulsated joyously inside her crotch. Ah! More of that! She aimed and fired again. “Score!” Now dodge, gal, it’s never good to stay in one place too long. Her shield flickered. That was too close. How dare you, bastard? Take this! “Score!”

	Cap yelled something about formation and discipline and rules. Meanwhile she plucked another hostile stingship from space. “Score!”

	In all simulations, she had been the best. Now she could show her talent. If Cap wouldn’t get so busy quoting the rules, he’d score as well. “Score!”

	Sadly, this had been the last bandit. A few wingmates had scored as well. She felt the stimulator slow down. No! I want more!

	More kills, more stimulation. So simple. To get more kills, she’d have to engage more enemies. With one swift move, she reassumed her position next to Silver Six.

	“You’ve left formation,” Cap accused her over the private line. “You’ve weakened Basil’s defense.”

	“True. I’ve dodged three hostile beams. If I was hit, I’d have weakened Basil, too—but permanently. I’ve promised to cover your ass, so I’d better survive.”

	“We’re at war, Syreen. This is no game.”

	“I know. I don’t play games. And that’s what’s in the Books. Games.”

	“Syreen—”

	“You can’t whip me now. Let’s make a deal—if you score better than me, you’ll chastise me. If I score better, I get away with it. If it matters at the end of this tencycle, that is.”

	“I can’t teach you better now.”

	“Good that you understand, Cap.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	“Score!” Ah. Another ecstatic pulse in her snatch, and Syreen came. “Ahh!” she cried out her lust.

	When the waves of her orgasm ebbed away, she checked her tac again. But the stingship she’d hit had been the last in her vicinity. Most of the enemy’s small craft had long reconfigured for atmospheric flight and started to engage planetary defenses. Only one enemy wing had been left behind to swat the few obnoxious skirmishers that had survived their first assault.

	Daddy Five was no more—a cold comfort compared to the annihilation of four orbital stations, three brave destroyers and now eight skirmisher wings. Or, in short, all of Fleet except for one skirmisher. Hers.

	A small icon in the tac’s upper left corner declared Syreen’s skirmisher as Fleet’s current flagship and its pilot—her—Fleet Commander in Charge. Oh heck.

	Time for SitOps, she thought. Situation—normal, all fucked up. Options—slow death from starvation or a quick death from an invader’s pulse cannon. Skirmishers can’t go dirtside. Skirmishers’ pulse cannons can’t hurt a dreadnaught. Syreen, face it—you’re ultimately screwed.

	The thought made her move in her seat. But her stimulator had stopped vibrating and wouldn’t come to life again until her tac registered valid targets. Which had better happen soon, as the continuous flow of psyjuice still made her horny.

	If you can’t win, change the rules. That was what life had taught her. That was what had kept her alive until now, that was what made her outlive each and every one of her Fleet mates.

	She couldn’t go dirtside, she couldn’t return to her base, she couldn’t leave the system without hyperdrive, and she couldn’t win the battle in her spacecraft. What she could do was return to a different larger ship for her life support. What she could do was—board one of the enemy tanks.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	After having eliminated an entire stingship wing, Syreen couldn’t expect the enemy to have forgotten about her, just the opposite. However, she had a brief open time window before any of the other stingships could be recalled to open space.

	Together with a flashing red symbol on her tac, she felt a welcome vibration inside her crotch—one of the enemy cruisers had acquired her as target. Six missiles were homing in on her. That was bad, as those missiles came in fast, but Syreen welcomed the opportunity—and accelerated her skirmisher toward the enemy tanks.

	Approaching a tank with a single skirmisher was pure insanity. With the enemy’s telemetry already tracking her, it was sure death—or should be. While her shield was battered and wiped away by at least a dozen grazing shots, Syreen dodged energy beam after energy beam, following a crooked, winding path toward the nearest dreadnaught.

	Her crazy idea proved right—the cruiser had to cease its fire to not endanger the larger ship, while the behemoth’s automatic countermeasures registered the oncoming missiles as the more dangerous threat and began to help her get rid of her pursuers.

	All the time, the stimulator was heavily vibrating inside her, while fresh waves of psyjuice kept her alert. She wouldn’t fool herself—this time, she wouldn’t reach orgasm. Before the dreadnaught’s close-range defense could take her tiny ship apart, she had to exit.

	Her gaze fixed on a symbol she never wanted to use, while her hand on the flight stick pulled her tiny ship into another nearly impossible dodge. Slow down, gal! There’s no point in greasing that hull.

	The evac symbol flashed. She reconfirmed her order with a determined glare.

	The continuous flow of psyjuice stopped. The syringe was retracted, as was the stimulator. The sudden emptiness between her legs felt strange, but the lack of drugs felt stranger. Syreen knew of other skirmisher pilots who needed cycles, if not tencycles, to overcome the withdrawal symptoms. She had never known such trouble. A brief phase of concentration, and she was mentally and physically clear again—as she never had suffered from the other side effects. Psyjuice caused enhanced reflexes, lower inhibitions, quick decisions, but often also reduced initiative and imagination. Perhaps that was a reason why Cap and the others had preferred to fly by the Books?

	It hadn’t helped them. They were dead, and Syreen soon would be—unless she found entry to the dreadnaught ahead.

	First, she had to escape her doomed flagship. The fabric of her seat snuck under her belts, wrapped around her body, transparent only over her face, pulled her arms and legs tight, and then the skirmisher canopy was blown away and her seat with tac and oxybox catapulted into space.

	Her skirmisher, now on a straight, predictable trajectory, evaporated in the beams of at least six close-range-defense guns. Syreen congratulated herself for her last maneuver—it had shot her seat not only toward the dreadnaught but also out of the direct line of fire. While the large ship’s defenses were unlikely to register her as a threat, they surely wouldn’t take chances with a hostile skirmisher only to save an unidentified object.

	By the Books, she was supposed to trigger her evac transponder now and wait to be picked up by any evac team looking for survivors of both sides. However, as the bases’ annihilation had also hit Fleet’s own evac teams before they could even start, this would imply surrender, and she didn’t feel the least inclined to turn herself in.


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	The built-in seat rockets slowed Syreen down before smashing into the large ship—too late for close-range defenses to acquire the target, but not too late for being spotted. Marine infantry would now be deployed for a warm welcome.

	She unbuckled and pushed herself away from the seat before it smashed into the hull. Only tac and oxybox remained with her.

	Ugh.

	The impact was harder than expected. Syreen checked herself, but found no signs of broken bones or cuts in her suit. Lucky me. She spotted a maintenance airlock only twenty legs away. Lucky me! she repeated, and cautiously started to feel her way to the outer hatch.

	Sticky fluid at fingers and toes were the only means preventing her from drifting away into space. The dreadnaught’s own artificial gravity wouldn’t reach outside, and its mass attraction wasn’t strong enough to compensate for the takeoff speed an unlucky push could give her.

	There was a tradeoff between safety and speed—the faster she advanced, the higher the risk of losing contact forever, but the more time she took, the higher the risk of facing a welcome team.

	It felt like ages, although it could’ve only been a centicycle or two, until she reached the hatch. She found some unfamiliar symbols and a few more obvious ones and followed the latter ones’ instructions.

	The hatch opened, and she quickly climbed inside. That seemed to trigger an automatic process—the outer hatch closed, lights went on, she was sprayed with some fluid, and then the airlock filled with atmosphere. Breathable, her oxybox advised her, so that she opened her suit and pulled her head free. Next, the inner hatch slid aside.

	Obviously, the enemy had been too convinced of his own success to prepare against boarding maneuvers. She didn’t face an infantry party. Instead, only one entirely confounded crew member stared at her.

	Bipedal, with body, arms, head like hers, with two eyes, nose, ears, and mouth like hers, and male, with a significant bulge in the crotch of his worker suit.

	So at least there were no bug-eyed, eight-legged monsters swarming her home planet now, but people like herself. There’d more likely be rape and pilfering than feeding.

	The symbol on his suit triggered a memory from her training classes—Associated Planets. She had never really cared for politics, as nobody had ever mentioned the option of interstellar war. That kind of consideration was far above her pay grade. But she had at least learned the names and symbols of the Duchy’s neighbors, and the Association was one of them.

	The man now produced a tool from his belt and pushed a knob, so that it made a humming noise and its pointy tip, aimed at her, disappeared in a blur. Electric drill or sonic screwdriver? Whatever it was, she advanced on him, battered it aside and rammed one knee into his supposed groin. He rolled his eyes and collapsed.

	As he was lying on the floor, pale and limp, she saw the veins at his throat calling for her. How often had she felt this strange desire before, but never given in to it? You didn’t bite a fellow soldier in the Fleet, even if such a rule wasn’t mentioned in the Book. And she hadn’t known any home, any family but Fleet for all her life. Nobody knew where she had come from, who her parents were. She’d been found in a lone corner of Base Four, had been adopted by an old petty officer, raised as his platoon’s mascot until she had grown too old and too obviously female to remain an uncontrollable civilian girl among Fleet personnel. Whereupon she’d been tested, recognized as promising pilot candidate due to her good reflexes, and sent to Fleet Officer School.

	Still suffering from the adrenaline rush of battle, from the aftereffects of psyjuice withdrawal, and from the resonance of her fading arousal, she could no longer restrain herself. She went on her knees and bent down to his throat, her fangs bared.

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	Syreen was all excitement. This was so much better than psyjuice. Her senses felt sharpened, her body so much stronger, and—oh—her labia and clit so swollen and wet that the slightest touch—here—instantly triggered orgasm. Ah!

	Her tongue casually licked a drop of blood from the tip of her fangs while she watched the four little holes in her victim’s throat slowly close.

	Realization hit Syreen like a hammer.

	Fangs? How can I have fangs? She reached up and felt for her teeth. Indeed, her canines were longer and pointier than she remembered from the last time she had gazed into a mirror. While she still mused about this strange news, she felt her teeth shrink back to normal size. With them, her excitement—arousal—faded, too.

	She’d have forgiven herself for being shocked, distracted, frozen in place, but she wasn’t. She was fully aware of standing next to a blood-deprived corpse in a remote corridor of a hostile warship, with no weapons but her own hands and teeth, so she’d better leave now.

	Which she quickly did.

	 

	After a few turns of the maze of corridors, all looking the same with their light-gray walls, indirect lighting, and well-concealed air supply, she felt safe enough to slip into a small storage room and pause for SitOps.

	Situation—yet undetected aboard an unknown enemy warship, no weapons, no equipment but a now useless oxybox and tac. No clue about the ship’s layout, staff, or ordnance. No clue about internal security, although there had been no obvious cameras to spot until now.

	Options—surrender to the enemy, with the prospect of interrogations at best, rape, abuse and even torture at worst. Out of the question. Attempt sabotage, cause a little crucial damage here and there until getting caught, outcome as before. Defeat the entire crew and assume command of this dreadnaught? Just kidding. Try to hijack a smaller craft and commence battle? What a glorious way to commit suicide! Try to hijack a smaller craft with hyperdrive and escape from this system? This last idea came with a plethora of ifs, but it felt promising, at least way more promising than the other options.

	The rhythmical steps of many feet approached her hideout.

	Not now.

	While most of the feet continued, one had stopped outside her door. She tried to blend in with the shelves around her, which of course wouldn’t help at all. Her evac suit didn’t have any camouflage features.

	The door slid open, and a young man in full indoor combat gear peeked inside. His gaze seemed to cut right through her, but his face didn’t show any sign of surprise or recognition. Only when he glanced down at the small pad at his left wrist and spotted a bright-red symbol there did he look up at her in amazement.

	She liked the look of his tousled hair, his large eyes, his small nose, and the dimple at his chin, but he was an enemy, and worse, he acted like an enemy by moving his right arm.

	Before he could fully raise his gun, before he could grasp what he was facing, she was over him, and her fangs were in his throat. He fell limp and no longer tried to fend her off.

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	Syreen quickly fought down the arousal that had come with another wave of strength. Next, she took the soldier’s gun and his wrist tool. The gun operation wasn’t difficult to figure out, and the wrist tool turned out to be similarly straightforward—it offered a pale-yellow map, showing his fellow soldiers’ positions in blue and her own in red, plus it allowed her to zoom in and out and change levels.

	It also showed a dark-green symbol for its former owner.

	She tapped her own symbol, just out of curiosity, and a small hexagon with six colored areas appeared. Her finger moved over the blue area, hesitated, then she touched it.

	The hexagon vanished, her own symbol turned blue, and the dark-green symbol disappeared, too. Should it be so easy?

	While the other blue symbols continued on their way, she took the time to quickly skim through the dreadnaught map and record the images with her own tac as well as memorize them, until she had identified several areas near the outer hull that could be hangars.

	Finally she dropped the tool. The risk it could give her own location away was too high to take.

	Before she opened the door of her storage room, she listened for noises outside, but heard none. So she dared to leave and walk on.

	The Association dreadnaught’s crew still seemed to take the case of an intruder lightly, although meanwhile they should have found her first victim. There were no sealed hatches, no scores of infantrymen swarming all corridors, and she still hadn’t found any hint of internal surveillance.

	Were her enemies too arrogant to consider her a serious threat? Were they too arrogant to consider a boarding of their ships feasible? In any case, she was glad about it until she met another crew member whom she hadn’t heard coming.

	She turned around one corner, he around another, twenty legs away, and they were facing each other. The boy was definitely too young to become her third victim.

	That shouldn’t have happened, she thought, and then, I’m not even here. I don’t exist.

	A stupid idea, yes, and she prepared herself for what was to come. But the boy seemed to look right through her, came toward her and seemed to be determined to run into her as if she wasn’t there. She had to step back around the corner where she came from to avoid collision, and the boy didn’t even acknowledge it.

	She remembered the soldier’s initial reaction to her presence—none. Back in the storage room, she had tried to blend in, be unnoticed, and hadn’t been noticed at first. She looked at her hands and saw a little blood stain. No, she wasn’t invisible. Most importantly, she wasn’t invisible to technical devices, only to people. And yet, her first victim had instantly spotted her. What was the difference? That she hadn’t thought herself to be unnoticed?

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	 

	The next crew member she came across was a female dressed in whites and with a med kit—despite the otherwise unfamiliar symbols, the marking on this kit seemed to be universal.

	Ignore me and hurry up, Syreen thought.

	The female accelerated her steps and hurried past Syreen, who watched her until she had passed the next corner.

	This is convenient.

	Now Syreen could walk up to the hangar area, claim a ship and leave, as easy as that. No, she knew that wouldn’t work. Even if she could cheat a bit, her new tricks wouldn’t get her past the hangar door. She couldn’t control computers, and she wouldn’t bet on her mind control working over distance. She needed a better plan. Aw, in the first place, I need a plan at all. Any plan, but preferably a workable one.

	Number one—I need a cover story for my escape. My ship—the ship I yet have to acquire—needs a reason to depart. Some secret order nobody’s allowed to ask about would be nice. Where do I get those orders? From the top.

	Number two—to make sure my cover isn’t blown, I need a distraction. If the dreadnaught suffers some distress just during my departure, so that they’re unable to answer any inquiries regarding me... perhaps I should have another look around and find out where the main power station is?

	Number three—once I have my ship, how can I fly it? Do I hijack the pilot, too? No. I don’t know how long I could keep up mind control—surely not for tencycles. I must sleep now and then. Moreover, I’m a pilot myself. I’ve been trained for small and large ships, including interstellar navigation. I don’t need to burden myself with a hostage, I only need to learn their symbols and controls. But where and how do I start?

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	 

	The more time Syreen spent on the Association dreadnaught, the more familiar the different symbols looked. Actually, once she had a first clue about the basic system, they appeared quite logical. Anything blue was connected to security, damage and fire control, hull integrity, shield generators. Dark red indicated ordnance—missile launchers, close-range defense lasers, heavy medium-range pulse cannons. White was used for medevac, yellow for power supply, green for life support.

	For a while, she followed the yellow symbols, trying to avoid contact with crew members as far as possible, using her mind control if she met anyone.

	Here and there, she eavesdropped on crew conversations. While she initially didn’t understand a single word of their foreign language, she by and by heard words that sounded at least somewhat familiar to her own vocabulary, and then she realized that in fact the Association people spoke a very distant dialect of the Common she knew.

	Or perhaps it was just the reverse—the Common spoken in the Duchy included a lot of local slang words, abbreviations, insinuations, words deliberately used wrongly in a sarcastic way, terms that weren’t defined in the Book, and so on. Stripped of all that local flavor, the Common she heard here was understandable to a certain extent. Of course, the Association had their own slang, abbreviations, and redefined vocabulary.

	She followed a sudden impulse and left the corridor to enter a crew quarters section. She checked a few doors—locked, of course—and then found one that opened in front of her to let a young, smart man out. He was about her size, and wore a light-gray uniform with a single golden stripe and an unmistakable silver pilot’s badge at his chest. He smiled at the sight of her and said something Syreen didn’t understand, but which was accompanied by a rocking motion of his pelvis that she understood well. She smiled back, pressed a button at her suit that let the entire front of it open from throat to crotch, and pushed him back into his room.

	 

	Syreen could tell that seeing her so invitingly naked switched his brain effectively off even without her mind control, as he voluntarily shed his uniform, offered her a not very large but nicely hard cock, and helped her out of her own evac suit.

	He seemed to be the kind of male who considered foreplay unnecessary, or perhaps he took her offer as a sign of reciprocal preparation, as he reached straight between her legs. In any case, she felt her own arousal grow together with her clitoris and labia, felt the first wet drips trickle down her thighs, then pushed him back on his bunk and mounted him for the ride to climax.

	With loud moans, he announced his upcoming orgasm, and with a strange fascination, Syreen watched the pulse in the veins at his throat. When she leaned down to him, his eyes grew wide in joyful expectation, his trembling lips opened—and then she sank her fangs into him. His semen and his blood shot into her, and she sensed his last orgasm together with her own—oh!

	Never before, not even in the psyjuice-inebriated group fuck after flight training, had she felt such intense ecstasy. In this moment, she felt as if her senses were flooded with his thoughts, his emotions, the ship around her, the Duchy’s central star, the universe, and in some way, it seemed to call for her.

	Nonsense, gal. You just killed an enemy with his hard cock sticking inside you. You’re as hot as a used pulse cannon muzzle and dare to enjoy it, bitch! You’re high from drinking his blood and fantasizing. Come down and gather your senses.

	Yes ma’am, she acknowledged her own command and rose. A gush of cum soaked his cock when it slipped out of her.

	Calm and determined, she stuffed her evac suit into a drawer, put on his underpants—used, yeah, so what? I just had his male parts inside me, that’s way closer—his socks, and his uniform, and then tried his shoes. Too large. She found another pair of socks, put them over the first, and tried again. This time, the shoes fit.

	Next, she scanned his gear and belongings and—Yakka!—found his Pilot’s Handbook, together with his Associated Planets Officer’s Commission, issued to a Lieutenant Merigo Luquin.

	Syreen glanced at Merigo’s dead body and felt a little pang of regret. Yes, he was an enemy, part of a raid to her own system without any previous declaration of war, as far as she knew. This equaled an act of piracy by all standards she had learned about.

	At least he had died a joyous death.

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	 

	The handbook contained all the clues Syreen needed to understand commanding an Association’s starship. There were fewer differences than expected—the main controls were based on Common and seemed to have the same origins as the Duchy’s.

	Especially the basics around the hyperdrive were the same, only the color codes derived from the hyperflight calculation differed. As long as she relied on the numbers, she’d be fine.

	Again, she gave her latest lover’s corpse a glance. The holes in his neck had closed—or shrunk? The riddle of his death—deprived of almost all his blood with no visible wound—would keep the physicians busy for a lifetime.

	It was almost time to leave him. There was only one more task to do—she had to remove the Association’s symbol from her uniform.

	The stripes didn’t matter, nor did the pilot’s badge, but it was illegal to wear enemy insignia, and as the Duchy’s Fleet Commander in Charge, she was supposed to be a role model and observe such rules, even if there was nothing left of Fleet but her.

	On second thought, she went back to the drawer and retrieved the Fleet symbol from her evac suit. She had to hold it in place for a while before it stuck to her chest, as if it would refuse contact to the enemy uniform, but in the end, it stayed in place as it was supposed to.

	 

	The uniform was a bit tight around Syreen’s chest—where Merigo had been clearly less well-endowed than her—and a bit loose in the crotch, but should suffice for her purposes. She picked up her tac and the gun and turned to the cabin door. It opened for her, she stepped outside, and it closed behind her. She shrugged and continued her way to one of the ship’s main power plants.

	The only mental command she now had to issue was to ignore her Fleet symbol. Otherwise, no noncom or enlisted crew member questioned her way. She only had to return salutes.

	The situation changed when she reached the plant access. A senior noncommissioned officer was unimpressed by her stripes and frankly asked for her business with his plant.

	“Why, I’ll sabotage it, of course,” she advised him calmly and nudged his mind to play along.

	The noncom laughed out loud and pointed at his dashboard. “Sabotage it? Hah, you can’t foul up a Soltech plant—it’s foolproof. You’d have to shut every single safety down to cause trouble—and the automatic repair will instantly start the next safety up again. No way.”

	“Why would you shut down a safety anyway?” Syreen asked innocently.

	“For maintenance, of course. Every ten-thousand cycles you should check them, and every third check you should replace them. All done automatically, you know. You can’t fool that system.”

	“Bet I could?”

	The noncom frowned. “I’d hold that bet—only I may not let you try. You know that.”

	“I know. You will stand aside and watch.” Syreen added a mental command to her statement.

	She stepped before the dashboard, where the noncom gave way, and started to push symbols.

	Safety shutdown. Start extended maintenance, replace this safety. Estimated downtime—ten cycles or one full duty-rest interval.

	She repeated the same with the next safeties, and saw realization in her victim’s face. Once the safety was down for extended maintenance, it could no longer be restarted, whether automatically or manually.

	“You’ll have us all toasted,” the noncom complained. “Stop that.”

	Syreen repeated her mental order and continued her sabotage work. One after another, the safeties went down, and the estimated downtime grew—obviously, the automatic systems couldn’t handle them all together. This kind of deliberate mishandling wasn’t what the builders had had in mind when designing the system to be foolproof. This kind of mishandling wasn’t in the Books, but Syreen again didn’t play by the Books.

	She sensed the rising panic in her victim and the slippage of her mental control over him. He jumped forward toward the dashboard—for the alarm button, no doubt—and she intercepted him.

	They wrestled for a moment. She surprised him, first with her physical strength, and then by biting his throat.

	 


Chapter Ten

	 

	 

	Without the safeties, the power plant could operate for a few more decacycles without trouble—unless there was a demand for higher output, which would cause it to heat up. With locked safety ducts, the excess heat couldn’t escape, and the reactor would melt.

	She’d better be somewhere else when this happened, so she briskly walked outward again, following the symbols for the main corvette hangar. For one, that was the class of ship Merigo had been trained for and about which his handbook had contained the most notes, and two, it could be handled by a single person, and three, it was the smallest class capable of hyperflight—not counting unmanned scout and messenger ships.

	Nobody questioned her way, not even the few higher-ranking officers she came across. As long as she saluted them appropriately, they automatically assumed she had some urgent duty to tend to, so she expected to reach the hangar within a few centicycles.

	 

	No, stop. I still need my cover order.

	At the next crossing, she turned toward command central, knowing she was entering a dangerous path. The density of higher-ranking officers would increase, and thus the risk of blowing her cover.

	No risk, no fun. Nobody aboard expects a spy.

	After all, her plan required a higher-ranking officer, so she had to go where her victims were, and the second-most likely place was near the bridge or command central.

	The most likely place would be inside either of those, but she knew she couldn’t go there. She was brave, but not that foolish—well, after attacking a dreadnaught with just one skirmisher, perhaps she was, but not suicidal. So she tried to avoid the main route and used secondary corridors wherever possible.

	She felt confident enough that she’d withstand the heat. Continuing her drill of hurrying and saluting, she passed several more officers and noncoms.

	When a man with silver-gray hair and a star on his shoulder boards stopped before a door only twenty legs ahead of her, she accelerated her stride. This might even be the ship’s commandant.

	The flag officer paused and looked at her.

	She covered the remaining distance, stopped, and saluted.

	“One moment of your time, Sir!” You’re curious.

	“Come in.” His gaze focused on her chest, and he frowned.

	Ignore that symbol.

	She entered his room—a surprisingly spacious apartment with a large conference table, a smaller table with couch and seats, a pantry with crystal glasses, and two doors leading further in—and mentally ordered him to follow.

	“I need your signed order for a top-secret mission for which I require the next available hyperflight-capable vessel. You will issue that order now to a Lieutenant Syreen.”

	The flag officer frowned again, but fetched a pad from his pocket and began to type.

	Syreen focused on her request. When the Association admiral looked up and nodded, she gave him a little mental leeway.

	“Who are you?” he asked, and he didn’t mean her name and rank.

	“That’s top secret,” she said. Well, in a way it is, as I can no longer be sure myself who I am. If nobody knows, it is a very well-kept secret indeed. “What’s your mission in this system?”

	The admiral’s face froze. “I may not tell that to anyone.”

	Oops.

	That was another new experience—her victim could resist her mental command?

	Whatever the reason, this wasn’t the time for experiments with unpredictable results. There had to be a different way.

	“You won’t tell me. You’ll just look your orders up once again.” You’re alone. It’s safe to recheck your orders now.

	Syreen held her breath until the admiral held up his pad and retrieved a document marked Top Secret.

	The admiral diligently read the entire document again. It started with a lot of details on how to assemble his crew—secretly—comb out less reliable members, acquire provisions and ordnance, attain mission-readiness, and then report to Vice Admiral Cornelius Ravenport aboard APS Illustrious.

	Syreen felt initially tempted to let him skip that part, but then refrained from messing with her mental control. It might even be useful to learn how this foreign navy worked.

	The next part of orders appeared confusing even disregarding the fact that it included some words she had never read before—were those Common at all? In any case, the gist of it was that the Associated Planets had gained intel on an item called the relic that would give its owner superior power. Such power must not get into the wrong hands—that was, hands other than the Association’s. Intel indicated that this relic originated from a group called the Forgotten People, and might be located in one of the systems colonized first in this sector of the galaxy, among which the Duchy was the oldest. The Association’s fleet was supposed to strike quickly and firmly, secure access to this relic, or, if necessary, by all means prevent the Duchy from deploying it.

	Details on the latter part were rather unsettling. As far as Syreen knew, kinetic bombardment was considered a major war crime, as it would indiscriminately kill military and civil population together and could render the affected planet uninhabitable.

	How dangerous would this relic be if the threat of its existence alone could justify such ultimate measures in the Association’s eyes?

	The remainders of the mission orders did not cover any details on how to proceed with the Duchy if the item could not be located. The issuer or issuers seemingly hadn’t taken this possibility into account.

	So if we can’t prove we don’t have it, the only way to get rid of you is to kick you out, right, bastards?

	She felt anger rising within herself.

	“Listen, Admiral. You’re found guilty of commanding an unprovoked attack on a peaceful nation without issuing a declaration of war first. This behavior is considered piracy among civilized nations.”

	Why did she bother to tell him? Was it only to soothe her conscience? She didn’t give him time to reply before she sank her fangs into his throat.

	 


Chapter Eleven

	 

	 

	The corridor ended at a hatchway. A screen at the right-hand side showed most of the hangar.

	Her heart jumped when she spotted the slender silhouette of a corvette on the center launch pad. Obviously, it had arrived only recently, as the pad was still turning.

	A small unit of marine infantry in full gear was waiting near the pad. This didn’t match her plans.

	She turned left and followed the symbol to the hangar master’s office. His door was open, and she walked in and saluted.

	The only inhabitant, an older officer with the three stripes of a captain, gave her a brief glance and returned her salute with a casual gesture. “Later.”

	Syreen focused on her next words. “My order is to relieve the corvette’s pilot of his duties and ship his cargo back to the Association. This mission is top secret.”

	“I must check...”

	Again, Syreen had to underline her statements with a mental command. “This order is already checked with the admiral. It’s in your system. The cargo must not be unloaded. The infantry will not enter the vessel, but leave the hangar immediately. The vessel is released for launch in ten centicycles.”

	His gaze seemed to focus on some spot far behind her.

	“Launch in ten. Yes.”

	When Syreen left his office, she already heard him issuing commands to the infantry and the hangar crew. She gained a little more distance before she took a deep breath. Would her mental command last? Would he check the dead admiral’s last order? And if so, would he be satisfied with what he found?

	The hatches put her patience to the test, first the large inner hatch, then the armored double outer hatch. At first glance, the hangar seemed clear—the marine infantrymen had disappeared through another hatch, hopefully together with the last pilot, and the corvette waited on its launch pad, facing outward, its own hatch invitingly open to her.

	Raydancer, she read on the hull next to the open airlock.

	She placed one hand over her Fleet symbol before striding forward. No way she’d cheat the cameras. Observers should guess she’d just run into an obstacle and was holding her shoulder for the bruise—a few more legs, the steps up to the pad, the ramp to the hatch—once the corvette’s outer hatch had closed behind her, she let out a long breath and took her hand down.

	 

	There wasn’t much time left. She went to the cockpit, dropped into the pilot seat—missed the familiar stimulator and syringe for a brief moment—adjusted armrests, headrest and belts, and flicked the main switch.

	Her dashboard came to life. There were no alarming symbols, so she quickly checked the unfamiliar controls. Stick, throttles, shields—she might need them soon—and hyperdrive console.

	“Raydancer, you have clearance for launch in two.”

	Where—ah, here—she activated her radio. “Roger. Raydancer is ready to launch in two. Initiating automatic sequence.”

	“Good journey, Raydancer.”

	Syreen leaned back in her seat and watched the countdown. Automatic sequence, as if! It only had to look that way...

	 

	As the countdown reached zero, Syreen flipped the switch for the landing gear, at the same time pulled at the stick to lift the small spaceship a few legs above the launch pad, and pushed the throttle forward.

	This was something every pilot was taught not to do—full throttle inside confined space. The engines’ energy wreaked havoc on the equipment stored along the hangar’s inner walls, melted the armored hatches in place and probably evaporated every camera and similar installations.

	There was a loud curse on her radio, but Syreen was focusing on her trajectory—a tight curve toward the next dreadnaught and then between it and her own, which would prevent their automatic systems from targeting her, and then she directed her small craft system-outward. If she could pull off this stunt, she’d leave the Duchy for the first time in her life.

	Inquiries from both ships followed soon. She sent a typed message—Raydancer departing on top secret mission—and otherwise ignored them. She only needed to buy some more time while the crews of the Association’s ships made up their minds whether to shoot a supposed colleague, then gain further distance. Once she was out of reach of the large pulse cannons, her odds for escape weren’t bad.

	 

	Meanwhile, one power plant of the dreadnaught she’d
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