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            Chapter 1

         
         His nerves seemed scorched by fire. His ribs had tightened their grip on his lungs, and his heart lurched in his chest. Martinez
            paused for a moment in the boarding tube, took several breaths, and then opened the top buttons on his uniform tunic.
         

         
         Caroline, Lady Sula had just marched back into his life.

         
         She and her crew had come off their captured ship, Striver, taken after killing over forty black-clad Legion fanatics in pitched battle. Sula and her companions had been beaten to
            hell by weeks of hard deceleration, and the exhaustion clearly showed, but still there was a swagger in their walk, the strut
            of victors on parade. Sula had carried a homebuilt machine pistol over her shoulder on its strap, and the rest were armed
            with pistols, rifles, and shotguns. Most were officers in the Fleet but only one wore uniform, for the rest had boarded Striver disguised as travelers and immigrants.
         

         
         All but one were human, and that other was a young Torminel female who wore an exquisite Chesko gown shining with mirrors and silver thread, accessorized with a Legion sidearm and gun belt. 

         
         Martinez remembered that it was with this sort of army that Sula had stormed the High City of Zanshaa. And now it looked as
            if they were ready to storm the High City all over again.
         

         
         Even though his relationship with Sula had blown up years ago, he still dreamed about her, conjured old memories of the warm
            white-gold hair brushing his shoulder, the eyes that burned with jade-green fire as they gazed into his, the pale skin that
            flushed at his touch. When he woke lying next to his wife, it was with Sula’s Sandama Twilight perfume singing in his senses.
         

         
         The Sula who appeared in his dreams was a synthesis of his own tangled desires, and now these fantasies were torn to shreds
            by the appearance of the real thing. Sula was exhausted from days of high gee, pain lined her face, she wore an old gray jumpsuit,
            and she had chopped her pale blond hair short so that she could hide it under a wig while traveling in disguise. But still
            she was the most beautiful thing Martinez had ever seen, and the sight of her buried itself like an arrow in his heart. The
            pale, bone-tired woman in the worn jumpsuit set a fire running in his blood, and now, panting for breath in the boarding tube,
            he had no idea how he could survive the next few meetings.
         

         
         When Sula’s gang of pirates came swaggering from the Striver, Martinez had been one of a party waiting to welcome them. Fortunately he hadn’t been expected to do or say anything: the honor of welcoming Sula’s party went to Michi Chen, who commanded the Fourth Fleet here at Harzapid. 

         
         Sula marched up to Michi and braced at the salute. “Lady Fleetcom,” she said. “Here I am.”

         
         “You are very welcome,” Michi said. “I’ve scheduled a meeting with you and some of the others for tomorrow, but I know you
            all must be exhausted, so I’ll show you to your new assigned quarters, and then I’ll leave you alone. If you want food or
            other refreshment, please send for it, and if any of you need medical attention, that’s available too.”
         

         
         “What I most want,” Sula said, “is the strongest massage therapist on the station.”

         
         Michi nodded. “I can find that for you. But please introduce me to your . . . your crew.”

         
         Martinez stood in silence while the introductions went on. Sula had brought eighteen officers, cadets, and enlisted, along
            with a few civilians. The Torminel in the Chesko gown turned out to be none other than Lady Koridun, the young head of a family
            lately notorious for the number of its clan leaders who had died in implausible accidents. Michi introduced her own party,
            and when she mentioned Martinez’s name, he gave a brisk nod and made his eyes go unfocused, so that he wouldn’t see Sula’s
            expression.
         

         
         Michi led her guests to the line of open-topped cars, identical boxy vehicles made by Sun Ray and painted in the viridian green of the Fleet. Sula joined Michi in the lead car. Martinez took the second car along with Lieutenant-Captain Naaz Vijana, who had made his name suppressing the Yormak Rebellion on Esley. They made polite conversation as the party sped with a whir of electric motors through the busy Fleet dockyard, past the warships of the Fourth Fleet moored nose-in to the planet’s antimatter ring, past the work crews hustling supplies and equipment through the cargo airlocks, past wary guards in the red belts and armbands of the Military Constabulary. 

         
         Busy though the dockyard was, it also glittered with ornament. Harzapid’s antimatter-generation ring had circled the planet
            for thousands of years, and during that time there was little public space that had not been embellished with a fresco, a
            slogan, a bas-relief, or an allegory. Walls were covered with artwork of the Shaa conquerors directing their subject species
            in developing science and industry, in placing the antimatter ring in the sky, in sending fleets out to populate new systems.
            The other species bustled to follow the Great Masters’ instructions or gaped in awe as the Shaa proclaimed the Praxis in all
            its majesty. The antimatter generated on the ring was shown powering merchant vessels, lighting cities, providing energy for
            heavy industry. Slogans urged the ring’s staff to Labor for the Benefit of All, to Work Cheerfully, and Let the Praxis Guide
            Your Life.
         

         
         The ring’s deck was divided by seventeen avenues that stretched the full length of the inhabited areas—seventeen to reflect the Great Masters’ preference for prime numbers. Cross streets intersected the avenues at regular intervals. There were trees, green spaces, statues, and fountains. The buildings looked much the same as buildings on the surface, if perhaps a little more bland and uniform, and none rose above eight stories because there was a ceiling above, a ceiling nearly invisible behind regularly spaced lighting strips. Suspended monorail transport raced in efficient silence between the arrays of lights. 

         
         The civilian areas were filled with a thriving middle class. If you were rich, you lived on the planet below, and the Shaa
            had been wary about allowing the urban poor to inhabit such a vulnerable installation. Families of the middling sort were
            lured to the ring by the promise of affordable housing, good public schools, available universities, employment opportunities,
            and material comfort.
         

         
         Necessarily the Fleet dockyard was arranged differently, with docking ports and sprawling warehouses and workshops, but the
            areas where Fleet personnel and contractors lived looked much like its civilian equivalent.
         

         
         The convoy left the dockyard and entered the Fleet’s residential section, where they stopped at an officers’ hostel covered
            with gold-on-brown abstract designs and brass medallions embellished with reliefs of celebrated fleet commanders of the past.
            The cars stopped, and one of Michi’s aides stepped out with a list of those to be quartered here. Sula’s name headed the list,
            and she turned to thank Michi for her hospitality, left the car with some care, as if wary of an injury, and then walked straight-backed
            to the hostel entrance.
         

         
         Watching Sula stride to the door, Martinez remembered her walking away from him in Zanshaa’s Lower Town, her heels rapping
            on the pavement next to the canal.
         

         
         The echo of those heels had seemed to pursue him into Corona’s docking tube. He took another breath.
         

         
         He had not realized he was so vulnerable. He had seen Sula on only a very few occasions since the end of the Naxid War, and over time he thought he’d manage a meeting well enough as long as he wasn’t caught by surprise. And here he wasn’t surprised—everyone on the station had known she was coming for weeks—and he still felt as if an expert street fighter had
            just walloped him in the solar plexus.
         

         
         The echo of the heels grew louder, and then were accompanied by a tinkling laugh. Martinez turned in surprise to see a handsome
            couple, a young blond woman in a canary-yellow dress, with freckles spread across her snub nose, accompanied by a small uniformed
            man with pale hair and delicate features. Vonderheydte, who Martinez had promoted lieutenant in his first command, and Lady
            Marietta Li, the stowaway who had left her husband and twin daughters to fly into exile with her lover. Martinez suppressed
            a sneeze as he was engulfed by Marietta’s floral perfume.
         

         
         “My lord,” Vonderheydte said. “Are you all right?”

         
         “Yes, of course,” said Martinez. He patted the pockets of his tunic. “For a moment I had the impression that I’d forgotten
            something, but apparently I haven’t.”
         

         
         “Didn’t Lady Sula look dreadful?” said Marietta. “I’d always thought she was so beautiful, but now I see her in person, and . . .
            well.”
         

         
         Suddenly Martinez found himself wanting to defend her. “She’s been in battle,” he pointed out. “She hasn’t had a lot of time
            to attend to personal grooming.”
         

         
         “Yet Lady Koridun looked wonderful,” Marietta said, “and someone told me she killed the enemy commander.”

         
         Vonderheydte laughed. “She might be all wrinkled and hideous under that fur,” he said. “How would we know?”

         
         Martinez fell into step with Marietta and Vonderheydte. As always, he thought, Vonderheydte made him feel just a little bit
            old.
         

         
         They passed through Corona’s main passenger airlock and the cool, moist air of the yacht carrier wafted over him. The floors were polished, brass fixtures
            gleamed against a background of dark wood paneling, and the furniture was comfortable and stylish. A display cabinet showed
            the softly glowing racing trophies that the Corona Club had won in its few years of existence.
         

         
         Right in the middle of the atrium was an ornamental waterfall that fell sparkling into a deep pool. There were fountains and
            ponds that carried exotic fish, and the room echoed to the laughter of water. There was a certain amount of bravado installing
            open water features on a ship that could find itself floating in zero gee, but Corona’s architects had included ways in which the ship could swallow all the water on short notice, and then—just in case—had waterproofed
            everything.
         

         
         The small party’s footfalls echoed in the atrium. With the exception of Vonderheydte, apparently, all the officers he’d brought
            from Zanshaa were fully employed on the station, so at this hour Corona was nearly deserted.
         

         
         “Join us for a drink, Lord Captain?” Vonderheydte asked.

         
         “No, but thank you.”

         
         Vonderheydte and Marietta strolled off arm in arm. Martinez paused to contemplate the waterfall, and he tried to let the chiming of the water soothe away the memory of Sula that still spiked along his nerves. Exotic fish flashed spines, scales, and feathery tails in the water. 

         
         “Hail, ancestor!”

         
         Gareth the Younger came trotting up with his sketch pad in his hand. He was nine years old, an engaging child whose appearance
            combined his mother’s celestial beauty and his father’s olive skin and solid physical presence. Martinez looked at his son
            and felt his anxiety fade.
         

         
         “Hail, progeny,” he said. “Have you been drawing?”

         
         “I’ve been doing graphic taxonomy,” said Gareth the Younger and showed a drawing of a golden tiger-striped fish. “This is
            a juvenile spotted harelip.”
         

         
         Taxonomy was a new word. Martinez had been trying to expand his son’s vocabulary.
         

         
         “I spotted the spots at once,” he said.

         
         Gareth paged through the sketchbook’s display to show one sketch after another. One of the officers had given him drawing
            lessons on the three-month journey from Zanshaa, and the images were now recognizable as discrete and distinguishable fish,
            as opposed to colorful torpedo-shaped objects that might be birds, aircraft, or clouds. Martinez took the time to praise each
            sketch as he looked at them.
         

         
         He hadn’t really paid attention to Corona’s fish, so the sketches might be perfectly accurate so far as he knew.
         

         
         “There’s ochoba-bean dumplings for lunch,” Young Gareth said, apropos of nothing, and then ran off to find something called
            a “whiskered Frenella eel.”
         

         
         Martinez walked toward one of Corona’s lounge areas for a cup of coffee before settling down to his task designing a new exercise for crew to train on. Most of the Fourth Fleet warships, having been designed for other species, were as yet unsuitable for human occupation, and everyone from commanding officers to fresh recruits were training on simulators. 

         
         On the way to the lounge he caught a whiff of Terza’s vetiver perfume, and he followed the scent to a cabin filled with communications
            gear and dull-eyed cameras, intended as a staging room for his sister Vipsania’s video reporters broadcasting the yacht races.
         

         
         Terza Chen sat at a console, her mouth set in a little frown of concern as she contemplated the display. With her head bent
            gracefully toward the display, her long black hair drawing a comma on her shoulder, and her body in an attitude of contemplation,
            she might have been the subject of a pensive little painting by Rhy-to the Elder. She wore the brown uniform of the civil
            service and had spent the years since the war working for the Ministry of Right and Dominion, the government department that
            served the Fleet. She looked up as Martinez entered, and he found himself lost for a moment in the sublime perfection of her
            face, the result of thousands of years of breeding, assurance, and privilege. That breeding showed in the unearthly serenity
            that surrounded her, so unlike the impatient fury in which Sula charged through life.
         

         
         Martinez felt his heart lurch at the steadiness of her gaze. “I, ah, was going to get some coffee,” he said. “Would you like
            some?”
         

         
         “I have tea, thank you.” There was a slight shift in her dark eyes. “Did the reception for Lady Sula go well?”

         
         “They were all beat to pieces by the long deceleration, so Michi gave them the day off.” He thought it best to shift the subject from Sula. “Do you know anything about Lady Koridun?” 

         
         “Not much other than she’s quite young and that there have been a lot of deaths in her family.”

         
         “Starting, apparently, with a volcanic explosion on Terra.” Martinez had once joked about the deaths with Lord Durward Li,
            the husband that Marietta had abandoned on Zanshaa, saying that he was tempted to start a sports book on how long the current
            Lady Koridun would survive.
         

         
         “Lady Koridun seems to be avoiding mortality so far,” he said. “Marietta told me that she’d killed the Legion commander on
            the trip out.”
         

         
         Terza’s eyes widened. “That’s unexpected,” she said. “But then, the Koriduns have a reputation for violence and mental instability,
            don’t they?”
         

         
         “Do they? I didn’t know.” Martinez, his heart still throbbing erratically inside his rib cage, felt a sudden, deep compulsion
            to linger for a while in Terza’s aura of serenity, and he sat in the chair next to her. Strange, he thought, how he needed
            his wife to settle him down after an encounter with a woman he’d never forgotten. She reached out to take his hand, her slim
            fingers enfolding his big, clumsy paw, and then turned her attention to the console.
         

         
         “What are you working on?” he asked.

         
         “Estimates of missile production. We’re ramping up, of course.”

         
         “Of course.”

         
         “But with missiles we have to make sure that only Terrans are involved in the actual production.” Because, Martinez knew, other species might be tempted by the idea of sabotage. 

         
         “Isn’t it mostly automated anyway?”

         
         “Some is, some isn’t. But there’s conventional explosive used to trigger the antimatter chips, so that’s a separate production
            line that has to be rendered safe.”
         

         
         “Everything’s been quiet so far,” Martinez said hopefully. Humans were outnumbered five to one on Harzapid, but Michi’s coup
            had put humanity, for the moment, in charge. He had to hope that the other species would be willing to accept Michi’s assurances
            that things would return to normal after the emergency ended.
         

         
         Terza’s free hand gestured at the interface, and production figures scrolled by. Martinez could see the numbers reflected
            in her long dark eyes.
         

         
         She was a member of the highest caste of Peers, Clan Chen’s heir, and would normally have been far beyond Martinez’s reach.
            But the Naxid War had upset everything and had made Terza’s father financially vulnerable. Martinez’s older brother, Roland,
            had used family money to lever Terza out of Lord Chen’s grip, and Martinez and Terza had been married after only a few hours’
            acquaintance, and mere days after Martinez’s relationship with Sula had exploded.
         

         
         Terza might have had every reason to resent her fate, but to his surprise she had approached marriage and motherhood with the same unruffled competence with which she seemed to approach everything else. Her air of tranquil perfection had made him uneasy—if she hated him, how would he know?—but all doubts had eventually been put to rest. After her father’s finances recovered, she’d had every opportunity to leave Martinez, and she hadn’t. Terza had accompanied him into exile on Corona, and she had been willing to share his fate when it looked as if the cruiser Conformance would obliterate them all with an antimatter missile. She had encouraged Martinez’s plan to destroy Conformance with an improvised weapon and awaited her fate with a calm resilience that had earned his admiration.
         

         
         For his own part Martinez had taken advantage of the perquisites that came with marrying the Chen heir. He’d accepted Lord
            Chen’s patronage, and Chen’s sister, Michi, had employed Martinez at a time when few commanders would. If he was now a senior
            captain instead of an obscure elcap commanding a training school somewhere, it was the work of his in-laws, and when Terza
            became Lady Chen, he would have the option of becoming Lord Chen at her side.
         

         
         The stowaway passenger Marietta Li, Martinez knew, had fled her own arranged marriage to a much older man. Lord Durward Li
            had lost his heir at the First Battle of Magaria, and needing a new one, he first needed a fertile wife and found one among
            his clients. At least she’d given him a pair of children before running off with Vonderheydte.
         

         
         Martinez had managed, at least so far, to keep his own life from becoming a tale so entirely ridiculous.

         
         He had also told himself that he wouldn’t dishonor Terza by failing to be a proper consort. She had lowered herself to marry him, and he would not disgrace her. If she was not quite the object of his deepest passion, he would act as if she were. It might have been a marriage hastily arranged at the last minute, but he would make it a real marriage if he could. And so far as he could tell, he’d succeeded. 

         
         All might have been well, if only Martinez hadn’t kept dreaming of Lady Sula.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         The battleship Perfection of the Praxis was far from perfect. It was unfinished, for one thing, and gangs of workers were moving material both on and off the ship—on went equipment to make Perfection of the Praxis an effective fighting machine, and off went items intended to transform the ship into a gleaming showcase of opulence for whatever lucky fleet commander got to
            install herself in its deluxe quarters. So off went uninstalled luxuries: the rare wood paneling, the parquetry, the hand-painted tiles, the gleaming bar fixtures, the
            crystal chandeliers, two unassembled marble steam baths, the backdrops and scenery for the ship’s theater, and the instruments
            intended for the ship’s orchestra.
         

         
         The woman called Caroline Sula walked through a vast empty space, the ceiling all girders and spray foam, the walls cheap
            gray resin slabs awaiting the installation of glossy wood paneling, the blazing LED floods mounted on brackets built to resist
            high gees. Her heels clacked on temporary flooring and echoed in the vast cavern. “What is this place?” she asked.
         

         
         Her guide, a staff lieutenant named Sandra Yuen, glanced up at the dim, empty ceiling. “The ballroom, my lady.”

         
         “Good grief.”

         
         Eight years before, Sula had watched an entire squadron of Praxis-class battleships annihilated in a storm of antimatter fire
            at the First Battle of Magaria. The huge ships had carried a massive battery of weapons, but in the face of antimatter missiles
            they were destroyed as easily as an unarmed pinnace.
         

         
         The lesson was clear: the big ships were too vulnerable, and the resources to build one of them was better spent on a squadron
            of smaller, more flexible vessels that couldn’t all be blasted out of existence by a single missile. But a half-dozen years
            after the end of the Naxid War, with no more fighting expected, the Fleet’s leaders had found themselves unable to resist
            building themselves new flying palaces, complete—apparently—with ballrooms.
         

         
         And now, ballrooms or not, Perfection of the Praxis was bound for combat. Sula tried to console herself with the thought that the enemy would have more battleships than her
            own side.
         

         
         Sula’s body ached from days of deceleration, and as she walked she twisted her trunk to unkink her spine. She followed Yuen
            out of the ballroom, down a corridor hung with scaffolding and reeking of solvents, and then through a hatch into a very different
            world. Luxuries had actually been installed in this room: yellow chesz-wood paneling, indirect lighting, video screens tuned
            to a shifting array of abstract colors, soft carpets. Sula could only hope it had all been fireproofed, as per regulations.
         

         
         Soft music burbled from hidden speakers. Aides passed with trays of drinks and snacks. Prominent in the room stood a half-dozen Terrans in the viridian-green dress uniforms of the Fleet. Sula had escaped to Harzapid in civilian disguise, leaving her uniforms behind, and wore a nondescript jumpsuit of dark gray, rumpled and creased from days of hard deceleration. The jumpsuit was untidy and unprepossessing, but at least the bloodstains had been removed. 

         
         Sula approached a woman with the shoulder boards of a junior fleet commander and braced at the salute, chin high to expose
            her throat to her senior’s correction. “Lady Fleetcom,” she said.
         

         
         “Welcome, Lady Sula. Would you like a coffee, or fruit juice?”

         
         Lady Michi Chen hadn’t seen Sula since the end of the Naxid Rebellion but had managed nonetheless to remember that Sula didn’t
            drink alcohol. That, Sula thought, was very professional of her.
         

         
         “Tea, Lady Fleetcom. With honey, or cane syrup if you have it.”

         
         One of the aides was sent to fetch tea. Michi was a stocky woman with a cap of gray hair cut in bangs across her forehead,
            and recent care and anxiety had jaundiced her complexion and drawn fresh lines at the corners of her mouth. Even though it
            was Sula who had just undergone twenty-nine days of hard deceleration, it was Michi who looked more careworn.
         

         
         Yet there was good reason for her exhaustion. It might be said with perfect justice that the fate of the human race depended
            entirely on Michi Chen’s decisions.
         

         
         Michi looked at Sula’s jumpsuit. “You didn’t bring uniforms?”

         
         “I traveled incognito. But I’ve sent my measurements to a tailor on the ring, and I’ll have a complete set soon.”

         
         Michi glanced over the room. “I think you know everybody here except for the Kangas twins.”

         
         The twins, Paivo and Ranssu, were big-jawed blonds, tall and burly, with large hands and outsized knuckles. They were the
            sons of Fleet Commander Eino Kangas, who had died leading the Home Fleet to victory at the Battle of Antopone, and they both
            wore the uniforms of lieutenant-captains.
         

         
         “I’m pleased to meet you, Lady Sula,” Paivo said. “We’ve just done a brief survey of your Striver.”
         

         
         “It’s hardly my Striver,” Sula said. “It belongs to the On-dau Company.”
         

         
         “It’s yours now,” said Ranssu. “You took it. And you killed over forty members of the Legion to do it.”

         
         “Not me personally.”

         
         “It looked like a real bloodbath,” said Paivo.

         
         Yes, Sula thought, and I dream about it and wake up screaming.
         

         
         “It’s true that an antimatter missile is more hygienic than bombs and firearms,” Sula said. “In any case, if Striver is mine, I happily surrender it to you. I’m glad to be out of it.”
         

         
         “I don’t blame you,” said Paivo. “The smell alone—”

         
         His brother nudged him, and he fell silent.

         
         Paivo’s words had brought a scent-memory to Sula’s senses: the sharp tang of explosives, the smoky odor of propellants, and the deep throat-clogging reek of the Torminel blood that had run down the metal staircase in thick, clotting waterfalls. 

         
         Sula knew she’d have another bad dream tonight.

         
         An aide arrived with Sula’s tea and honey on a platter. For a brief instant she had a near-overwhelming urge for alcohol,
            for the relaxation it would bring to her strained muscles, the confidence it brought to her personality, and the obliteration
            it would bring to her memory.
         

         
         Odd that the compulsion was so strong, when she’d only had alcohol a few times in her life, when she was a teen, and hadn’t
            much cared for it then. But her youth had also been full of the damage she’d seen alcohol inflict on others, and she’d sworn
            to stay away from it.
         

         
         She added a long, slow, fragrant dollop of honey to the tea, then sipped and tried to let its sweetness overcome the memory
            of blood and death. It failed.
         

         
         The noise of the hatch opening announced the arrival of a pair of Sula’s fellow passengers on the Striver. Lieutenant Lady Alana Haz had once been Lord Alan Haz, Sula’s premiere on her frigate Confidence. She was tall, broad-shouldered, and—because she hadn’t been traveling incognito—wore one of the superbly tailored uniforms she had brought with her from Zanshaa. With her was Captain Lord Naaz Vijana, who had made his reputation suppressing the revolt of the Yormak natives of Esley, a victory made easier by the fact that the Yormaks had Stone Age tools and Vijana modern weaponry. He was a slender man with a pointed face and caramel skin, and his alert black eyes surveyed the room and paused at each face, as if he were quietly evaluating each officer for his own purposes. Since he’d traveled incognito alongside Sula, he didn’t have a uniform, but he wore neat dark civilian clothes with a Fleet sidearm strapped around his waist. 

         
         Sula sipped her tea while Michi Chen introduced the new arrivals, and then the hatch opened again, and Gareth Martinez entered.
            He was a larger presence than she remembered, with his lantern jaw and dark brows, and the long anthropoid torso and arms
            balanced atop comparatively short legs. Perhaps he’d managed to somehow inflate himself since she’d last seen him.
         

         
         Hung about his neck on its black-and-gold ribbon was the brilliant disk of the Golden Orb, the empire’s highest decoration.
            At least he hadn’t brought the Orb’s golden baton itself, which would have required everyone in the room to stand at attention
            and salute him.
         

         
         She’d had weeks to prepare herself for this moment, since Striver had followed Martinez’s ship on its escape to Harzapid. Martinez, founder of the Corona Yacht Club, had ridden to Harzapid
            on Corona, his club’s yacht carrier, a plush vessel equipped with every luxury—possibly, she thought, even a ballroom. While Sula had
            been obliged to lead a bloody mutiny against the black-clad Torminel fanatics, Martinez had enjoyed what seemed to be a three-month-long
            cocktail party interrupted only by the occasional yacht race.
         

         
         And along the way, with his unarmed transport vessel, he had somehow destroyed an enemy cruiser. Not that Sula would give
            him the satisfaction of asking him how he’d done it.
         

         
         Behind Martinez came his entourage: Captain Nikki Severin in his blue Exploration Service uniform, Lieutenant-Captain Elissa Dalkeith, a Martinez protégée who had commanded a frigate in the last war, and Lieutenant Chandra Prasad, who during the Naxid War had served as Michi Chen’s tactical officer. 

         
         Introductions were made. Sula was pleased that with Martinez in the room her heartbeat had increased only a little. Martinez’s
            glance passed over her without hesitation or surprise, and Sula knew that he’d had time to prepare for this meeting as well.
         

         
         Michi told everyone to take their drinks and join her in the conference room.

         
         The conference room had only half its decor installed, with arculé wood paneling, but the ceiling was a tangle of pipes and
            beams with paper labels dangling on wires, and the deck was composed of metal plates enameled a grayish white. The air smelled
            of solvent. Rolls of paper had been laid down over the metal to dampen the clanging sound of heels striding across the deck.
         

         
         The room was furnished with temporary folding tables, but they had real linen on them. The chairs were resinous and stackable.
            Usefully there were video displays on all the walls, enabling the conferees to see whatever data they needed to see.
         

         
         Sula carefully sat where she wouldn’t have to spend the meeting looking across the room at Martinez. Michi Chen called the
            meeting to order.
         

         
         “I’d like the captains Kangas to open with a report on ship conversions.”

         
         The twins’ report gave Sula a chance to appreciate Michi’s achievement. While Sula had been fleeing from the capital of Zanshaa, Michi had been creating a haven for Sula to flee to. The Fourth Fleet consisted of a hundred and eighty-three warships, of which only forty had been crewed by Terrans. The ships had been under the command of Senior Fleet Commander Surang, a Daimong, and Michi herself had no ships under her command, but instead was in charge of only the dockyard. Yet once she’d heard that secret orders had gone out to disarm every Terran warship in the empire, she had managed to organize an action in which all non-Terran ships had been bloodlessly boarded, their officers confined, and their crews moved to makeshift prisons on the planet’s antimatter ring. 

         
         A gratifying bonus for Michi had been the fact that Fleet Commander Surang, his staff, and his senior commanders had been
            arrested at a meeting where they intended to complete plans for boarding the Terran vessels and securing their officers and
            crews.
         

         
         The Kangas twins had been put in charge of converting the non-Terran ships for the use of Terran crews. “Daimong and Torminel
            are shaped more or less like human beings,” said Paivo, “so we can use their beds and furniture if we run out of those made
            for Terrans.”
         

         
         “Which we will,” said Ranssu.

         
         “Unless we develop more success at manufacturing new gear than we have at present,” Paivo said. “But everything will be all
            right with what we have.”
         

         
         “Nonii,” assured Ranssu.

         
         “We’ve been concentrating more on converting the Lai-own ships,” Paivo said. “The seats, beds, and acceleration couches are not compatible with human physiology, so we’ve had to do a complete replacement. I’m pleased to report that the Lai-own ships should be ready for new crews within the next six to ten days, depending on how many people we can add to the work gangs.” 

         
         “And the Cree ships?” Michi asked.

         
         Paivo waved a hand. “That will take longer.”

         
         Cree did not have proper eyes, but primitive eye patches that provided them only with a vague and confusing picture of their
            world. Lacking an effective sense of sight, they depended on acute hearing to navigate their way through their lives. The
            control rooms on their ships presented a cacophony of sound, buzzes and clicks and shrieks and murmurs that were bewildering
            to any Terran. Converting every control station, every display, and every gauge to something comprehensible by a Terran was
            a major undertaking.
         

         
         “Fortunately there are only fifteen Cree ships,” Paivo said. Fewer than any other species.

         
         The Cree, generally speaking, were not a military species and were ill-suited to the formality and discipline of the service.
            They liked sleeping in a pile in the center of the room, for one thing, and had a hard time understanding why officers should
            sleep in separate piles from the enlisted.
         

         
         Sometimes Sula thought that Cree viewed service in the Fleet as something akin to a hilarious joke.

         
         “It will be at least a month before the Cree ships are ready,” Ranssu said.

         
         Michi turned to one of her staff for a report on personnel. Every ship had to be crewed by Terrans, of course, and, for fear of sabotage, all crucial work also had to be performed by Terrans. Since Harzapid had been the base of the Fourth Fleet for centuries, there was a large supply of retired crouchbacks who could be recalled to the service, but many were too old to endure the heavy gravities expected in combat and were relegated to support functions, to training, and to work gangs. There would not be enough trained crew to staff the Fourth Fleet fully, and ships would be obliged to set off without their full complements. 

         
         Plenty of volunteers were flooding the training camps, fortunately, but they were unlikely to be ready by the time they were
            needed.
         

         
         The next report was offered by Martinez’s friend Shushanik Severin, known as “Nikki,” a commoner raised to the officer class
            following several unconventional exploits—one of which involved shutting off a pulsar, and another of which was his creation
            of a well-regarded puppet show. He looked at the room from narrow eyes over high cheekbones and reported that the Exploration
            Service would contribute to the Fourth Fleet his own light cruiser, Expedition, just completing repairs, the frigate Ranger, taken from its Lai-own crew during Michi’s coup, and the light cruiser Explorer, crewed by Terrans, which was returning to Harzapid after a nine-month cruise investigating whatever was to be found on the
            other side of a newly discovered wormhole. Severin could also offer unarmed scout ships and transports.
         

         
         This, Sula thought, was encouraging as far as it went. But like the Fleet, most Exploration Service vessels were crewed by non-Terrans, and right now, in some meeting room somewhere, Exploration Service officers belonging to at least four other species were probably offering their vessels to the other side. 

         
         Since the Exploration Service also staffed the wormhole relay stations on either side of the wormhole gates that knit the
            empire together, Severin was also sending out armed Terran crews to all stations staffed by other species. The relay stations
            forwarded all communications between star systems, and the small part of the empire that Michi controlled was slowly expanding
            as information from Harzapid began to replace information from Zanshaa.
         

         
         A hunched, elderly Terran in the uniform of a senior captain, clearly brought in out of retirement, reported on the status
            of the training camps, which were full of enthusiastic volunteers who knew nothing useful, and who would take months to learn.
         

         
         “As we have an insufficient supply of line officers,” Michi said, “I’m going to have to promote a great many officers into
            posts for which they would otherwise be too junior. For the moment we’re doing training on simulators, and those who do well
            will have first chance at promotion.”
         

         
         Sula sat up and wondered if she had heard Michi properly. Had a high-ranking officer just announced that promotions in her
            command would be made on something like merit, as opposed to heredity, wealth, family influence, nepotism, and the trading of favors?
         

         
         Of course, almost all Fleet officers were Peers, anyway, so the promotions would still remain within one class, but still this was something like revolution. 

         
         But, she reflected, it went without saying that Gareth Martinez, who happened to be married to Michi’s niece, would receive
            a very important command, so nepotism would hardly be extinguished in the Fourth Fleet. So perhaps Michi was speaking carelessly,
            and considerations of something other than merit would play their usual part.
         

         
         This thought faded beneath the wry realization that, however well connected he might be, Martinez deserved high command. He was the only officer of the Fleet whose accomplishments might equal her own.
         

         
         Damn him anyway. He had made her love him, then abandoned her to marry Clan Chen’s heir, who came with connections that would
            assure promotion and a chance of command. And now she was going to have to find some way of working alongside him for the
            length of a long, miserable war.
         

         
         Michi opened a discussion of the timing of reinforcements. Lord Jeremy Foote’s Light Squadron Eight, having struck the first
            blow of the war with a surprise attack against two enemy squadrons at Colamote, was presumed to be somewhere between Colamote
            and Harzapid, and would arrive in a month or so, depending on how fast he was pushing his crews.
         

         
         Sixty-three Terran ships, defectors from the Home Fleet at Zanshaa, were also believed to be en route but would not arrive
            for another two months.
         

         
         Fifty-five defectors from the Second Fleet at Magaria, under Senior Squadron Commander Wei Jian, were also bound for Harzapid, but they had been forced into a roundabout route and would not arrive for another five or six months. 

         
         Left out of the calculations was the Third Fleet, based at Felarus at least six months’ travel away. The Third Fleet was comprised
            of 206 ships, forty of them Terran under Senior Squadron Leader Nguyen. Nguyen knew that he had no hope of leading his twoscore
            ships across the wormhole net of the empire to Harzapid, not with the First and Second Fleets in the way, and so he’d buttoned
            his crews into his ships and announced that no one was leaving Felarus without being fired on. The result would have been a bloodbath fought at close range, with mutual destruction
            a near certainty, and so now the entire Third Fleet had been neutralized. Which was lucky, because the Third Fleet’s commander,
            Do-faq, was one of the most talented leaders in the Fleet.
         

         
         “No matter how hard I work the numbers,” Michi said, “they come out the same. Once the Second Fleet joins the Home Fleet,
            and Supreme Commander Tork calls in the ships and squadrons on detached duty, we’re going to be opposed by five hundred seventy-three
            warships. And once Foote and the defectors from the Home Fleet join us, and including Captain Severin’s small squadron from
            the Exploration Service, we’ll have only two hundred fifty-six. So we’ll be outnumbered two to one.”
         

         
         Sula had worked the numbers as well, having had little else to do during her days of deceleration. The vast weight of the
            enemy armada was intimidating, though Sula thought she could do well against the right commander.
         

         
         But the numbers themselves posed their own problem. No one knew how to maneuver and fight fleets so vast—the largest fleet in the Naxid War, led by then Fleet Commander Tork, had consisted of eighty-seven warships. Sula had no idea how a single commander could control 256 vessels during the uncertainty and confusion of combat, and she worried that if control broke down, the battle would turn into a confused melee, which the side with the most ships would inevitably win. 

         
         Elissa Dalkeith blinked her watery blue eyes. “Once the Second Fleet defectors join us,” she said, “we’ll have over three
            hundred.”
         

         
         Sula had forgotten Dalkeith’s lisping, piping voice, a six-year-old’s in the body of a middle-aged woman.

         
         “I dare to presume,” Michi said, “that the enemy knows how long it will take those ships to reach us and will attack before
            they arrive.” Dalkeith fell into silence.
         

         
         Martinez cleared his throat. “We’d better hope that Supreme Commander Tork is going to lead the attack himself. That way we
            might have a chance.”
         

         
         Sula almost laughed. “How could he not?” she said. “He’s led a private war against some of us for years—he’s denied Lady Michi
            promotion and command, when after the last war she should have a fleet.”
         

         
         “Well.” Michi’s expression was grim. “Now I’ve got a fleet, and most days all I long for is retirement. Though the chance to jab a fork in Tork’s eye gets me through my day.”
         

         
         “Tork is elderly,” said Ranssu Kangas. “He should not be leading a fleet into battle at that age. Why wouldn’t he assign the
            command to someone else?”
         

         
         Sula cackled. “We have to make sure he doesn’t,” she said. “We should mock the hell out of him in our propaganda. Say that he’s old, incompetent, overrated, and nothing more than a senile lackey to the greedy frauds in the government.” 

         
         “All of which has the advantage of being true,” said Chandra Prasad.

         
         “It’s true, and that’s exactly why it will sting,” Sula said. “Tork takes every disagreement personally—imagine how he’ll
            react to insult and defiance aimed at his achievements and character.”
         

         
         “We have no way of distributing propaganda in Zanshaa,” said one of Michi’s captains.

         
         “We can distribute it here in our sphere and send it from our relay station to theirs. I assume it will find its way to Tork
            sooner rather than later.”
         

         
         The gaunt, gray-skinned Tork had a unique position in the government, having leveraged his decisive victory at Second Magaria
            into being not only Supreme Commander of the Fleet—a rank he had invented for himself—but chairman of the Fleet Control Board,
            the government committee in charge of the Fleet. No one had ever before held a seat on the Control Board while also retaining
            active command, and to some it seemed a dangerous concentration of power in the hands of a single person.
         

         
         Certainly it proved dangerous enough when Tork, in the wake of political turmoil blamed on Terrans, made the decision to proactively board and disarm all Terran ships. He had the prestige and power to carry it out in the face of any opposition. Now that his plan had backfired and spurred mutiny among the Terran elements of the Fleet, Tork had little choice but to double down on the war he’d inadvertently inspired. 

         
         “Do we have someone in charge of propaganda?” asked Naaz Vijana. “Is anyone trying to manage our . . . our message?”
         

         
         “We have an ad hoc committee of politicians who are trying to direct operations outside of the military sphere,” Michi said.
            “Most of them are local, but they include convocates like Lord Roland Martinez, and prominent individuals like Lord Mehrang.”
         

         
         Lord Mehrang was the patron of Esley, where he had brought Naaz Vijana to quell the uprising of the primitive Yormaks. Roland
            was Gareth Martinez’s older brother, the presumed heir to Clan Martinez. Sula thought him capable, but ruthless, calculating,
            overambitious, and untrustworthy. She also suspected that it was Roland who had bought the Chen heir for his brother and enhanced
            his own fortunes by saddling Gareth Martinez with a beautiful, polished rich girl who played the harp, instead of . . .
         

         
         Well. Instead of someone else.

         
         That made for two members of this ad hoc committee being cold-blooded intriguers devoted to their own self-interest. Pity the rest of them,
            whoever they were.
         

         
         “I don’t like this ad hoc business,” Sula said. “Whoever’s in charge of the political side needs to get serious about running our little rump empire—keeping the economy moving, adequately supplying the Fleet, and maybe start thinking how we’re going to manage things when we win. What’s our political settlement going to be? The composition of the Convocation and the Fleet Control Board? What’s our policy on amnesties for our enemies—who gets amnestied, and who gets the chop?” 

         
         The others just looked at one another.

         
         “Ah. Hah,” Sula said. “That’s what I thought.”

         
         There was another moment of silence, and then Sula cleared her throat.

         
         “As long as I’m raising uncomfortable issues,” she said, “do we have any evidence that the two heavy squadrons at Zarafan—they’d
            be under Squadron Commander Rukmin, yes?—are not in pursuit of Foote’s Squadron Eight? If they pushed on at high gees, they
            could get to Toley ahead of Foote and get between him and us.”
         

         
         When that smug idiot Foote had begun the war by prematurely annihilating the two enemy squadrons at Colamote, he’d altered
            course to dive through a succession of five wormhole gates leading to Toley, and from there to Harzapid. But the two heavy
            squadrons at Zarafan, either of which outgunned Foote’s force, could beat Foote to Toley if they were willing to pulp themselves
            with high gravities. They had fewer gates to jump through, for one thing.
         

         
         “We analyzed that possibility,” Michi said. “Rukmin’s two Zarafan squadrons might try to intercept Foote, but if they did, they’d almost certainly be destroyed by the Home Fleet defectors, which have to
            pass through Zarafan and Toley to reach us. They could cut off Foote, but the Home Fleet defectors would cut Rukmin off in
            turn.”
         

         
         “Couldn’t they double back through Colamote?”

         
         “It’s barely possible, but their timing would have to be exactly right.”

         
         “Or to avoid pursuit the enemy could just fly off into space, off the wormhole routes. That would force any pursuers to choose between pursuing them, and uniting with us.” Sula reached for her tea, decided against it, then retracted her hand. “We have two squadrons orbiting the Harzapid system,” she said. “May I suggest that we send them toward Toley to escort Foote? It’s best to be safe, I think, and we can replace them with new conversions once they launch.” 

         
         Michi parted her lips and took a slow inhalation of breath. “I’ll take it under consideration, but I’ll have to review the
            timing considerations.”
         

         
         That was about all Sula could hope for. She sipped her tea.

         
         “I don’t see any drawbacks,” said Alana Haz. “If Foote isn’t being pursued, there’s no danger. And if he is, we can save him
            from destruction.”
         

         
         “Nonii,” said Ranssu.

         
         The meeting devolved into topics less interesting and far less urgent. Sula twisted in her seat to relieve a cramp in her
            back. Eventually Michi called an end to the meeting, and Sula gratefully stood, rolled her shoulders as she heard the crackle
            of ligaments echo through her bones. The officers drifted back into the reception room to snack and refresh their drinks.
            Sula put down her tea, then went to Michi, who was talking to the Kangas twins. She waited for Michi to turn to her and then
            spoke.
         

         
         “I’m sorry if I raised too many awkward questions,” she said, “but the whole time I was strapped into my couch during the
            deceleration, I had nothing to think about but how to manage the war.”
         

         
         “While I, on the other hand, was actually managing it,” Michi said. Her irony had returned. “But,” she conceded, “you may be right about these things—it’s very distracting here, dealing with the day-to-day issues.” 

         
         “Your coup, my lady,” Sula said, “was brilliant. How you managed it without a single casualty is beyond my imagination.”

         
         “I was lucky in my opponent,” said Michi. “Surang had no experience with conspiracies, either running his own or detecting
            mine.” She frowned for a moment, then looked at Sula. “Have you any more questions?”
         

         
         “Just one.” Sula turned to the twins. “What does ‘nonii’ mean?”

         
         They laughed. “It’s a quaint old word from our home world of Devajjo,” Paivo said. “Our ancestors lived for centuries in this
            remote mountain valley called Toimi, and we were all poor but virtuous. But then one of my ancestors discovered that we were
            sitting on huge deposits of praseodymium, and we all became rich, and my ancestor became the first Lord Kangas.”
         

         
         “You’re rich now,” Sula said, “but are you still virtuous?”

         
         “Of course!” Paivo said. “We are beyond reproach!”

         
         “But anyway,” Ranssu said, “nonii is just one of those old words from Toimi, and it means practically anything. It can mean
            ‘all right,’ or ‘hello,’ or ‘we’re ready,’ or ‘let’s get going.’”
         

         
         “Or ‘I agree,’” added Paivo. “Or ‘it’s about time,’ or ‘you’re right.’”

         
         “Or ‘Here we go,’” offered Ranssu. “Or ‘I’ll start now.’”

         
         They looked at each other. “There must be more,” Ranssu said.

         
         “On Terra there was a word like that,” Sula said. “It was ‘okay.’ It could mean ‘yes’ or ‘all right’ or ‘very good’ or ‘fair enough’ or ‘acceptable’ or ‘authorization’ or a number of other
            things. But the Shaa abolished it from the language because it meant too many things and offended their sense of exactitude.”
         

         
         “I guess the Shaa never visited Toimi,” said Paivo. “We still have our word, and a few others too.”

         
         “Nonii,” said Sula, and then clenched her teeth as a back muscle went into spasm. “If you’ll pardon me, Lady Fleetcom,” she
            said. “I have to get myself to a masseuse.”
         

         
         “By all means, Lady Sula.”

         
         The back spasm made Sula want to list to the left as she walked, but with an effort of will she kept her spine straight as
            she marched from the room.
         

         
         She was not going to give Martinez the satisfaction of seeing her in pain.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         “Well,” Martinez said to Michi a few moments later, “it seems that Lady Sula hasn’t mellowed with the years.”

         
         “No.” Michi glanced at the hatch through which Sula had disappeared. “That was a little sudden.”

         
         “She’s good at vanishing.” Sula had fled from Martinez no less than three times and left him with a gaping hole in his heart
            each time.
         

         
         “Maybe that’s why they call her the White Ghost,” Michi said.

         
         “Maybe.” He raised his glass to his lips and took a sip of his Kyowan and Spacey. Tart botanical flavors shimmered over his
            palate.
         

         
         Martinez had steeled himself for the meeting today and had managed to sit in the same room as Sula without twitching or breaking
            into a sweat or otherwise embarrassing himself. He hadn’t stammered either, but then maybe that was because he’d hardly spoken
            at all.
         

         
         Michi still stared thoughtfully at the hatch. She raised her coffee cup to her lips, looked down at the murky beverage, which over time had separated into cool, unappetizing clouds of brown and white, then dropped the cup again into her saucer. “Do you think Lady Sula’s right about Foote and Rukmin?” 

         
         “Would you like me to check the original calculations?” Martinez said. “They were made before I arrived here.”

         
         “Of course. I’ll have them sent to you.” Michi looked at Martinez, then hesitated. “I’m torn. If it looks like Foote is in
            actual danger, I’d like to put you in charge of the expeditionary force. But you’re so damned useful here bringing crews up
            to the mark, I’d also like to keep you at Harzapid, and I should really give another officer the appointment, give him some
            seasoning.”
         

         
         Martinez suspected Michi was offering him a choice. He wanted to leap at any chance to win a victory over the enemy, but he
            thought he should at least pretend to consider the question rationally.
         

         
         “The senior officer in our two orbiting squadrons is Carmody, yes?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         He nodded. “A brave officer. His Splendid did well at Magaria and Naxas.”
         

         
         “It did.”

         
         “And Foote served under him in Splendid. They might work well together.”
         

         
         Unspoken was the idea that ginger-whiskered Carmody was brave enough, but otherwise a mediocrity raised to his current status by family connections and an exchange of favors. If he encountered the enemy, his imagination would not extend beyond a straight-up fight, and though superiority in numbers would guarantee him a victory, he would take casualties that the Terran fleet could not afford. 

         
         “If not me,” Martinez said, “who?”

         
         “Someone who’s worked with the Martinez Method,” said Michi. This was the tactical system that Martinez and Sula had developed
            during the Naxid War, and which had been employed in three victories. One might think that this might serve as evidence that
            the Fleet should adopt the Method as doctrine, but the conservative Supreme Commander Tork hated innovation and had done his
            best to write the Martinez Method out of history, and to punish any officer who advocated its use.
         

         
         Which was lucky, since Martinez hoped to use the Method against Tork and the Home Fleet when they arrived.

         
         “Chandra Prasad, perhaps?” Michi offered.

         
         “Chandra’s a lieutenant,” Martinez said. “Carmody might resent being superseded by a junior officer who’s never commanded
            a ship before, let alone a pair of squadrons.”
         

         
         “Naaz Vijana? He’s commanded a frigate and did well against the Yormaks.”

         
         “A drunken rigger with a shotgun could do well against Yormaks,” Martinez said. “How well does he know the Method?”

         
         Michi sighed. “Well, then. Elissa Dalkeith. She’s commanded a ship, and she’s employed the Method in two battles.”

         
         Martinez sipped his Kyowan and Spacey as he looked across the room at Dalkeith, who stood chatting with Alana Haz. She had been a middle-aged lieutenant when she’d come aboard his Corona as premiere, with no patronage and no hope of promotion; and after the victory at Hone-bar she had been made lieutenant-captain
            only as a compliment to Martinez, whose tactics had secured the victory.
         

         
         Martinez thought her personality bland, and it had to be admitted that she lacked drive and imagination. But neither had he
            any reason to think she would be deficient in any task assigned to her.
         

         
         “I say nothing against her,” he said.

         
         Michi looked at him sidelong. “Your ‘nothing’ nevertheless seems to mean something.”

         
         “I think she’ll be fine,” Martinez said. “But I would give her a hard-charging premiere.”

         
         Michi gave a tight smile. “It’s not like we have a lot of hard-charging lieutenants to spare, either.”

         
         “Well.” An aide floated by, and Martinez put his empty glass on her tray. “We’ll give it more thought. And if you’ll excuse
            me, I have another meeting to attend.”
         

         
         “Of course.”

         
         Martinez braced briefly in salute and then walked to the hatch and out. His steps boomed on temporary flooring, echoed off
            ductwork.
         

         
         He was already thinking about how he was going to beat Rukmin.

         
          

         Sula looked from Martinez to his older brother, Roland. The two brothers, big and olive-skinned and lantern-jawed, strongly resembled each other. They sat with Sula around a small round table covered with wooden gaming pieces, but the game they were playing seemed obscure. 

         
         “I’m not sure how to do this,” Martinez said.

         
         “Oh, for all’s sake,” said Roland, “you just have to use a little more force.”
         

         
         With that he leaned toward Sula and shoved her, his palm striking her sternum. The breath went out of her in surprise and
            she felt herself toppling backward. There was an unnerving sense of weightlessness, and then a shock as she dropped into chill
            water. She hadn’t realized there was a tank or tub directly behind her.
         

         
         The water closed over her face. She struggled but Roland’s strong hand pinned her down. Stinging water flooded up her nose.

         
         She clutched at Roland’s wrist. The two brothers were perfectly visible through the shallow, shivering water that covered
            Sula’s face. Fire kindled in Sula’s lungs.
         

         
         Martinez peered down at her with a mild expression. “So that’s how it’s done,” he said.

         
         “It’s not just how,” said Roland, “but when.”
         

         
         Martinez shrugged. “I guess when is now,” he said.
         

         
         Pressure built within Sula’s ribs. She pounded at Roland’s arm, but he remained immobile. Both men looked at her with interest.

         
         “Any time now,” Roland said.

         
         Sula’s heart exploded in her chest. The air burst from her lungs, and she felt the agonizing inrush of the water as she drowned . . .

         
          

         Sula sat up in bed, her heart thrashing, her lungs dragging in air. She curled into a ball on the sweat-soaked sheets and
            shuddered until her pulse ceased to pound and her breathing returned to something like normal.
         

         
         She dreamed of drowning, she dreamed of smothering, she dreamed of blood. The dreams had slowly faded after the war, but after
            the battle on Striver she’d woken nearly every night with a shriek clawing its way out of her throat. During those last weeks of Striver’s escape, with the pressure of three gravities sitting on her chest, the dreams of smothering were almost real, and almost
            continuous.
         

         
         And now she was dreaming of the Martinez family killing her. She wondered how much to trust in this omen.

         
         The bed was a tangled mess, and the sheets smelled of sweat. She smelled, too, and her lip curled at her own stink, a stink
            she’d had to live with, pinned to her couch by gravity, all those long days aboard Striver. She rose, showered, and dressed in the nondescript garments she’d worn when she was calling herself Tamara Bycke and hiding
            from the Legion. She thought again about alcohol, rejected the idea, then padded into the kitchen to make herself some tea,
            trying to move as quietly as possible so she wouldn’t wake any of the other members of her military household. Her dreams
            had woken them too often as it was.
         

         
         Sula found tea already steeped, in a serviceable stoneware pot that waited on the table. One of her irregulars, Ming Lin,
            sat at the table, sipping tea and looking at figures on a portable display she’d propped against a sugar bowl. She looked
            up. “Join me?”
         

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         Sula poured the tea, and its floral aroma whispered into the room. Lin—who knew Sula’s tastes—took her portable display in
            one hand and offered the sugar bowl with the other. Sula put three spoonsful of sugar in her tea, then took a seat.
         

         
         “Can’t sleep?” Lin asked.

         
         “Not a whole night, usually,” Sula said.

         
         “All I did on Striver those last weeks was sleep and eat,” Lin said. “Now I’m at normal gravity, what I want to do is dance. I’ll probably be up
            for days.”
         

         
         Though Sula hadn’t met her then, Ming Lin had been a pigtailed teenage volunteer in Sula’s secret army during the Naxid War
            and specialized in hurling bombs into assemblies of Naxids, a skill that had proved useful during the fighting on Striver. After the peace, Lin had gone for a graduate degree at the Zanshaa College of Economics, and when Sula had been co-opted
            into the Convocation and stuck on the Committee for Banking and Exchange, Sula had hired her as a part-time adviser charged
            mainly with translating specialist financial jargon into something resembling understandable prose. Once the empire’s economy
            began to tip into collapse nearly two years ago, Lin had proved expert at predicting what shambling financial institution,
            or tottering sector of manufacture or trade, was going to collapse next. Neither she nor Sula had been able to prevent the
            worst from happening, but Lin’s clear-sightedness extended to opportunities for prospering amid the wreckage, and she’d made
            Sula a surprising amount of money while the empire’s economy crumbled into ruin.
         

         
         There was a lot of money to be made in catastrophe, Sula had learned. And in war, too.

         
         The symmetry of Ming Lin’s face was disturbed by a crooked, bumpy nose, the result of a fight with one of the Legion’s Torminel
            fanatics. Fast-healers had repaired the damage quickly enough, but between urgency, neglect, and heavy gravities, the nose
            hadn’t healed straight, and Lin now looked more like a street fighter than an academic.
         

         
         Adding to the hard-bitten affect was Lin’s hair, normally worn in a tangled rose-pink updo, but during the months of transit
            her dark brown roots had grown, and her hair now flopped around her ears. Maybe it was time for another style.
         

         
         How did the fashionable bomb thrower style her hair these days? Sula had no idea.

         
         Lin looked at the figures on her screen. “I’m trying to catch up with what the local markets are doing,” she said. “It seems
            to me that the situation is so unusual that all everyone can do is pretend that things are normal.”
         

         
         “That’s good,” Sula said. She sipped tea, let the sugar sweetness flow over her palate. “Do we really want them using their
            imaginations?” she asked.
         

         
         “Maybe not,” said Lin. “But we’d better use ours. We’re in a war now, and we’ve got to figure out a way to pay for it.”

         
         “We can’t just coin more money?” Sula said. “The banks have to do what we say, I assume.”

         
         “Creating money builds inflation, and the effects of inflation are always felt unequally. You wouldn’t want to be on a fixed income in that situation.” She brushed pink hair tips from her face. “Of course, it takes a while for the effect of inflation to be seen, so if we just create money out of nothing, we should hope for a very short war.” 

         
         Sula waved a hand. “Raise taxes?”

         
         “Naturally.” Lin nodded. “But that’s always unpopular, and remember also that Terrans are only a minority here. Right now
            the other species seem to have adopted a wait-and-see attitude as far as the war goes, but if we start asking them to pay
            for it, they’ll get a lot less enthusiastic.”
         

         
         Sula rubbed her forehead. The middle of the night was not the ideal time for this conversation, a horrific nightmare followed
            immediately by a discussion of war finance. “Borrowing?” she ventured.
         

         
         “That way the people most concerned with the war’s outcome will have a chance to support it. But of course if you sell bonds
            or whatever, there has to be a reasonable expectation that at the end of the day the investors will get their money’s worth,
            and that will only happen if we win. You’d know better than I how those odds stack up.”
         

         
         “We have to hope,” Sula said, “that Terrans will be willing to pay a lot not to be reduced to second-class citizens. Or lumps
            of radioactive carbon, depending on what policy Zanshaa settles on.”
         

         
         “That,” said Lin, “would be a strong motivator.”

         
         Sula stared at her tea for a moment, then took a deep breath. “Could we talk about something else? I’m not sure I’m at my
            best right now.”
         

         
         “Of course.” Lin turned off her display and refreshed her cup of tea, then settled herself into her chair. “You’re going to get a command, of course, so you’ll be off fighting. What am I going to do with myself then?” 

         
         “I’d hope you’d continue in an advisory capacity,” Sula said.

         
         “But where? You won’t need me on a warship, I’d just be in the way.”

         
         “The planetary government, perhaps?”

         
         Lin rubbed her broken nose. “I imagine they have their own economists.” She laughed. “Maybe I can actually do the author tour
            that I was supposed to do in the first place.”
         

         
         Lin was the coauthor of The Cosgrove Legacy, a history of the financial collapse that made good use of the insider knowledge available as Sula’s consultant. The book
            provided the only counternarrative to the government’s claim that the decline was the result of a conspiracy by Terran criminals,
            politicians, and financiers, and it had been a huge success across the empire. When she’d fled to Harzapid on the Striver, she’d traveled openly, as a wildly popular author on an appearance tour.
         

         
         “We’d have to make sure you have guards,” Sula said.

         
         Lin raised her eyebrows. “You have a way of making everything so cheerful,” she said.

         
         Sula waved a hand. “Sorry.” She sighed. “What else shall we talk about?”
         

         
         Lin laughed. “Well,” she said. “I’ve always wanted to ask. What is Gareth Martinez really like?”

         
          

         Sula managed to drowse for a while on the sofa before she was awakened by Constable First Class Gavin Macnamara, one of her servants. Tall, with a halo of curly brown hair, he was beginning his own day and was surprised to find her asleep on the couch. He apologized and backed out of the room, but she waved him back in and told him he might as well make breakfast. 

         
         So she had breakfast with her little household, Macnamara, Ming Lin, and Engineer First Class Shawna Spence, who during the
            Naxid War had manufactured the bombs that Ming Lin threw at the enemy. They were the people Sula trusted the most—perhaps
            the only people Sula trusted. Macnamara and Spence had earned that trust in one deadly confrontation after another, and Ming Lin had
            earned Sula’s respect in the fight on Striver as well as for her war record and her financial expertise.
         

         
         Macnamara and Spence were her servants, and Ming Lin an employee, but Sula would rather share a table with them than anyone
            else, and Fleet protocol could go bite itself. She’d been to enough formal dinners anyway, particularly since she’d been co-opted
            into the Convocation.
         

         
         Sula had sweetened tea, sweet pastry loaded with sweet jam, and soft cheese covered with nuts and dripping with sticky syrup;
            and gradually she felt her better self emerge from the wreckage her twice-interrupted sleep had left behind. Her growing contentment
            was fractured when the door announced a caller, and Macnamara, looking at an image from the door cam on his hand comm, announced
            that Mr. Braga was waiting outside.
         

         
         “Oh hell,” Sula said. “Let him in. And make some more tea.”

         
         She took her tea to the front room to greet Hector Braga, whom she had known long ago as Lamey. He came into the room with his distinctive gliding gait, his thickening body clothed in a braided suit of shimmering green moiré silk, bright as a peacock, with a gold-threaded cravat and a handkerchief blossoming from his breast pocket like a frozen ice cream sculpture. 

         
         “Earthgirl!” he said. “Welcome to Harzapid!”

         
         “You welcomed me yesterday,” Sula said.

         
         Without waiting for an invitation Lamey dropped onto a chair. “True, I was there at the airlock with everyone else,” he said,
            “but we didn’t get a chance to talk.”
         

         
         Sula settled into another chair. “Well. Let’s talk then.”

         
         Lamey smiled. “Can I have breakfast?”

         
         “There may be some pastry left.” Macnamara was still hovering protectively in the room—he disliked Lamey even more than he
            disliked all Sula’s other male friends—and she sent him to inquire. He returned with two pastries on a plate. Lamey looked
            up at him.
         

         
         “Can I have some coffee?”

         
         “You can have tea,” Sula said. “It’s being brewed.”

         
         Lamey gave a contented, catlike smile and settled into his chair with his pastry. Macnamara withdrew to the doorway.

         
         “I’m on this committee with Roland Martinez and Lord Mehrang and some others,” he said. “We’re trying to give some political
            direction to what we’re doing. You have a lot of experience with committees in the Convocation, so I’ve arranged for you to
            join them. The next meeting is tomorrow afternoon.”
         

         
         “I’m not very good on committees,” Sula said. “I get outvoted on everything, and then I get blamed when what I didn’t vote for goes wrong.” 

         
         Lamey took a delicate bite of his pastry. “That’s politics, Earthgirl. What did you expect?”

         
         “I know I didn’t expect to have to flee to Harzapid. Did you?”

         
         He shrugged. “I half expected I’d have to flee somewhere. But I never expected the economy to collapse and that my friends would get blamed for it.” He waved his hand with a pastry
            in it. “But we seem to have landed pretty well. All you have to do is win the war, and then our side will be in charge.”
         

         
         “Win the war,” Sula repeated. “I’ll work on it.”

         
         “So you’ll join our little committee?”

         
         “I’ll hate it.”

         
         “Unfortunately your questions in yesterday’s meeting knocked everyone on their ear—I heard about all that from Captain Vijana—and
            now you’re obliged to help find answers for them.”
         

         
         Sula rubbed the pad of scar tissue on her right thumb. “I’ll attend,” she said, “if Lady Michi doesn’t assign me some other
            work.”
         

         
         “That’s all I ask.”

         
         Macnamara returned with Lamey’s tea, which he put on a side table by Lamey’s chair. Lamey thanked him, and Macnamara wordlessly
            withdrew.
         

         
         Sula studied the self-satisfied, superbly dressed man who sat across from her. They had first met on Spannan, when she had been a schoolgirl named Gredel, and Lamey had been a young linkboy in charge of a crew who earned their living through hijackings, gambling, drugs, usury, and violence. She had been seventeen—or fourteen in Earth years, a fact she knew because once she learned the formula for converting one to the other, she now did so automatically whenever anyone mentioned their age. Seventeen or fourteen, she was not so young that she couldn’t be a gangster’s girlfriend. 

         
         She hadn’t been Lady Sula then, but a kid from the streets, different from the others only in the obsession with Terran history
            that resulted in her nickname of “Earthgirl.” And then Lady Sula—the real one—had turned up in their lives, blond and green-eyed
            and lost. Caro Sula burned through her money and her luck as fast as possible while buoyed by supplies of drugs and alcohol—and
            in the end she had, with a little help, suffered a convenient overdose.
         

         
         Gredel hadn’t spent her life on the streets without knowing when to take advantage of an opportunity. Caro Sula, suitably
            weighted, went into the river, and Gredel adopted a new identity, a new bank account, and a new accent, and had then gone
            to the Cheng Ho Academy and a career in the military. She’d assumed Lamey was dead—people in his line of work didn’t live
            long—but then two years ago he
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