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        Fold Space

        Cecily Benson

      

      

      Cecily Benson would never be comfortable with Fold Space. The way everything was distorted, stretched, or compressed, colors merging into a riot that was too intense to be pretty—it screwed with her senses. She suffered strange dreams of her name whispered in an infinite abyss, the ever-present aroma of cinnamon in her waking hours, replaced by nausea-born shivers when she settled in bed…

      Understandably, all of that left her feeling as if she weren’t so much traveling through a dimension where distances were impossibly compressed as being rewritten by some malicious universal computer, there one minute, gone the next, then back again at the far end of a several-hundred-light-year trip, close enough to who she’d been before but subtly changed.

      The thought of being erased and reimagined terrified her.

      She rose from the modest table of the Dove ship’s lone, brightly lit conference room and stretched, hating the way her ambassadorial uniform clung to her, the way hunger battled with shame, the way her scent imprinted on the stuffy air. It wasn’t as if she needed the azure, form-fitting coat and pants to remind her of the figure she cut—tall; filling out and going soft since leaving the Kedraalian Republic Navy for Diplomatic Corps duty; a face some called attractive but she found a little too exotic, a little too strong of features. Every morning when she woke and every night when she went to bed, she was reminded of the decision she’d made to resign her commission only a few years past and the associated costs.

      Premature aging, energy draining away, life passing her by.

      Sit around the entire day in meetings or reading reports or writing those same reports for someone else to read, and what did she expect to happen to her?

      Once this mission was over and she’d secured a promotion, things were going to change. She’d resume the old rigid workout schedule from her naval days, get back to a healthier lifestyle, maybe not lose weight so much as rebuild the muscle she’d lost.

      Her jade eyes went to the thin slate of green translucent plastic resting on the smooth white polymer surface of the molded table. That data device held the latest updates on the situation awaiting her at the Galactic League Hub known as Crossroads 4.

      Human history made mention of war drums beating millennia ago. Maybe that was what she was hearing now, the call to arms of people who simply didn’t appreciate the hell of armed conflict.

      After massaging the kinks out of the small of her back, she returned to the chair—the same white as the table, like everything in the conference room—and brought up the latest messages.

      Ambassador Emmet Ruto had filed the latest protestations from the Gythal ambassador about League involvement in Oranian military actions. Foreign Minister Naomi Widodo had filed three amendments to the itinerary, including meeting with the full League assembly to deliver the speech, with footnotes to address changes to private meeting agendas afterward. Diplomatic Services Director Hasan Sas had provided not ten but twenty assessments of League positions regarding the latest Oranian saber-rattling that made this mission so critical in the first place.

      The conference room hatch hissed open, and a short, ruddy-skinned man with thinning, slicked-back red hair stepped into the room. A smile split his round face, and a twinkle lit his pale-blue eyes. “Good morning, Ambassador.” He drew the word good out for effect, somehow turning his rasp into a pleasant sound.

      She glared at him from beneath her full eyebrows. “I asked not to be disturbed.”

      Two uniformed spacers, decked out in the same dress white jacket and pants as the redheaded man wore, marched in, each carrying a shiny silver tray. The taller of the sailors set down his tray and removed a matching dome to reveal a plate covered with steaming yellow eggs, slivers of spiced meat cooked to a grayish-brown, and slices of toasted bread. His shorter comrade rested her tray beside the first, revealing a tea service. She proceeded to pour amber-colored roka into a finely crafted white china cup with the Diplomatic Corps emblem of a blue hand cupping a stylized dove.

      Once the two spacers had marched back out, the redheaded man positively beamed, bouncing up and down on the balls of his feet. “Orders from Director Sas. You are to be kept well-fed and rested so that you’re ready for service the second you step off Dove-12.”

      “I’m an adult, Gerald. I think I can feed myself.”

      “Not according to the logs from the galley. You skipped lunch and dinner yesterday and breakfast this morning.”

      “I haven’t felt—”

      “And you won’t feel better until you get some nutrients in you.”

      Cecily groaned. “I’m turning into a pig.”

      The officer squinted at her. “I’m no expert on Earth livestock, but the pigs we brought to Kedraal have pointy ears and—”

      She took up a fork and stabbed at the eggs. “I’m not in the mood.”

      “Because you haven’t been eating.”

      “Eating now. See?” She shoved a forkful of eggs into her mouth and chewed without closing it.

      He chuckled. “If you’re feeling bloated, we have a small gym aboard, remember?”

      “When would I use that? Maybe instead of sleeping four hours a night?”

      That knocked the smile off his face. He sagged, suddenly losing the upbeat demeanor he’d maintained from the moment she’d come aboard his ship, then pulled out a chair opposite hers and plopped down. “I’d hoped to tell you before now how much respect I have for the Diplomatic Corps.”

      “So much so that you call an envoy ‘ambassador’?”

      He waved that away. “Everyone knows you have a promotion coming after this mission, and it’s a well-deserved one.”

      “You mean it’s a show of the continued influence of my mother.”

      “No. That’s not what I mean at all.” Eyes sparkling, he brushed back his thinning hair. “You have a lot of your mother’s attributes.”

      Cecily let him have it with her most withering glare. “Thanks.”

      “Hear me out. My father served alongside Admiral Benson. He said she was exactly what the Navy needed, and when she went into parliament, she was what the Republic needed. And now, looking at how hard you work, I see someone who’s exactly what the Diplomatic Corps needs.”

      “Maybe I am, but that doesn’t mean I’m immune to second-guessing.”

      “Who isn’t? I’m a legacy, an Academy graduate, and I made commander quicker than anyone else in my class. Captaining a ship like this might be seen as a prestige position, but there are days where I find myself wondering if maybe I’ve already peaked, if I’ll be the first in the Halloran line not to make captain.”

      Cecily tore a slice of toast in half, then piled it with eggs. “Is that your ambition—Captain Halloran?”

      “I wouldn’t feel bad about it. Commanding one of those new Macedonian-class cruisers coming off the assembly line. Can you imagine how Joshua and Florence would react to that?”

      Of course he would be thinking of his twins. They were all he ever talked about—them and his wife. “You’ll get your cruiser. Just wait and see.”

      The sparkle was back in his eyes. “You don’t think about that? Taking one of those marvelous beasts up against an Oranian battle station, maybe punching a hole through that supposedly impregnable armor?”

      “Wasn’t the war against the Mirgan enough for you?”

      “I was XO aboard a corvette. We took out a couple damaged destroyers. That’s not the same.” He drew in a long breath, eyes looking at something far away, then his attention was back on her. “You brought up ambition. Is this yours?”

      “An ambassadorship. A career as a diplomat?” She winced. Would it give away too much if she admitted that anything that didn’t leave her competing with her mother’s accomplishments would do? “Maybe? I’m only thirty-one. I’m still trying to figure out what the future means.”

      “Plenty of time to decide.”

      She finished off the slice of toast, took a bite of the meat, then washed down the spicy warmth with the bittersweet drink. If she weren’t so concerned about her health, she would’ve added some sweetener. “When did you know?”

      “What I wanted to be?” The captain grunted. “I think I was twelve.”

      “Great. Thanks.”

      He laughed. “Do you think I ever saw myself commanding a vessel for the Diplomatic Corps? These Dove-class ships are pretty enough, sleek and fast and comfortable as any out there, but there’s not a weapon mount or a rack of missiles to be seen. Fifty meters long, white paint they never let chip or dull, and as good a sensor array or navigational system as you’ll see in any warship. But it’s not a warship, and that’s what those twelve-year-old eyes saw when they dreamed of me being a captain.”

      “That’s the way it is in the Navy. It’s all about stepping—”

      A klaxon shrieked, and the room’s lights dimmed. Commander Halloran bolted out of his chair and tapped his jaw to activate the communication device adhered to his skin. “Bridge, this is Halloran. What’s going on?”

      The ruddy-skinned man paled, then a faint sense of nausea and disorientation ran through Cecily, and the envoy knew what had been said at the other end of the communication: They were coming out of Fold Space.

      She slid the data device into her jacket pocket, then got to her feet, threw her arms out to stabilize herself, and followed the captain out of the conference room, catching his words as he hurried toward the lift. After a few steps, the short man changed course and took the stairs. There was a tension in his voice that wouldn’t be there if this were some planned or at least trained-for situation.

      But how did you come out of Fold Space without planning to? The drives were configured to handle failure more gracefully than this. What she’d felt in the conference room—that had been like an abrupt shutdown.

      If they’d come out of Fold Space without proper planning, the navigation system would be hours—maybe days—charting a correcting course. Her schedule would be ruined!

      She would have to call Crossroads 4, warn Ambassador Ruto—

      The ship shuddered, and she stumbled to her knees, then to her hands. Lights dimmed in the passageway, then flickered. A surprising silence filled the air, the absence of noise she hadn’t really paid attention to until now: ventilation.

      Cecily crawled several feet, then got up and ran the rest of the way to her cabin, where the hatch opened, paused, then opened the rest of the way.

      Smoke hung in the air now, and the lights failed for a moment.

      Something was going on, and it wasn’t just a Fold Space engine failure. As she ran through possibilities, she plopped onto her bed and brought out her data device. As the senior representative of the Diplomatic Corps aboard Dove-12, she had access to ship systems. So long as she didn’t get in the way, she could poke around and see what was happening.

      She activated the systems interface and thumbed in her credentials, then tapped through until she was looking at the status report feed.

      Life support, maneuvering, communications—everything was in the red.

      Lights flickered, went out, then came back on at half their already dim luminosity. Her connection died, forcing her to reenter credentials.

      What could have caused so much damage? Had they struck something?

      In Fold Space? That…wasn’t possible!

      Cecily connected to the sensors and played back through the history, stopping at about five minutes back, when they’d still been in Fold Space, and she’d been eating her breakfast, which now protested against her, the spices rumbling in her gut.

      A flicker in the sensor display caught her eye: something was there.

      She wound back to the point where it first appeared and drilled down, mentally working her way along the ship’s white hull until she could imagine where the sensor in question was located: on the dorsal, aft of the conference room, closer to port.

      That sensor had detected something appearing in Fold Space from out of nowhere, something far too close to Dove-12 to be safe.

      But the proximity hadn’t tripped anything, hadn’t affected the ship’s systems. Everything had been fine until—

      She saw it then—the ugly flare of energy bolts registering on the sensor feed, the subsequent collapse of systems when the bolts lanced through shields and armor as if they weren’t even there.

      And then came the immediate failure of the Fold Space engines.

      They’d been attacked!

      Cecily didn’t have a dedicated communication device adhered to her jaw, but she had communications available through her data device. She tapped a connection to Commander Halloran.

      The connection was declined. A moment later, a short message appeared, a video of the wildly blinking man, forehead damp with sweat. “Ambassador Benson, seal yourself in your quarters. Do so immediate—”

      Sparks fell from the ceiling above him, and the stout man wheeled around.

      Except…those weren’t sparks. That was molten material dribbling down, trailing smoke and glowing. And that material fell not just from the ceiling but from the hull outside, because the bridge rested forward and just below the heavy dorsal armor plating.

      What could possibly cut through that sort of armor?

      Halloran spun around, wild-eyed, no longer aware of the camera he’d been looking into a moment before. “Prepare to repel boarders!”

      The two Navy spacers who’d only minutes ago served Cecily breakfast raced past the captain, shotguns pointed at the slowly forming hole being cut into the top of the bridge.

      Boarders? When the first cut had appeared, there’d been no sign of atmosphere venting, so whatever was slicing through all that armor had sealed onto the outer hull.

      The bridge crew hurried around, disappearing, then reappearing with shotguns, gas masks, and axes.

      Axes.

      Boarding actions were rare. They were dangerous for boarders and defenders alike. Yanking a ship out of Fold Space was unheard of. The odds of a ship following another ship out of Fold Space weren’t much better than the odds of a ship successfully guessing where another ship would be when knocked out of the other dimension. In both cases, those odds weren’t big enough to give serious consideration to, yet she couldn’t deny what she was seeing.

      What was going on?

      Almost in answer, the heavy, glowing plate dropped past the gathered spacers and boomed against the deck. They opened fire, shotguns roaring through the camera connection.

      Then the illumination winked out. Someone shouted for emergency lighting, but that should’ve kicked on automatically.

      Something heavy thudded against the deck, then a series of red lights flashed on, rising until just above what she estimated would be eye level.

      People shouted.

      Someone fired.

      Others fired.

      Anything else was drowned out by the thunder of some terrible weapon, and then the only sound that came through the camera was the wet gurgling of the dying crew.

      Then even that was drowned out as something banged against the hull outside Cecily’s cabin.

      An instant later, molten sparks began to dribble onto the deck of her cabin.
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        Ferekon

        Private Avery Shetty

      

      

      There were only eight Q-comm stations aboard the Kedraalian Navy troop transport ship Zulu. Eight stations serving the five thousand Marines and nearly two hundred crew. Eight stations were supposed to provide live connection from Marine or Navy personnel to someone back home, thousands of light-years away. If you wanted access to one of those stations, you downloaded a chit to your utility device and you queued.

      And you waited.

      For Avery Shetty, the wait was nearly over. Digital timers mounted above the entry to each smoked glass booth counted down, starting off green at the beginning of the allocated five minutes, then dropping through amber at two minutes, and finally to red at one minute. Two of those booths were in the red now, and only one person stood in front of him.

      He scraped a thumb over the hard plastic of the utility device, hoping it would be enough to convince him it was real, that he was less than a minute from calling Miranda, from seeing her beautiful oval face and looking into her dark, expressive eyes.

      Thinking of his high school sweetheart was uncomfortable with so many people tightly packed around him. A quick glance back showed some staring glumly, others yawning, and still more looking as excited as he felt.

      Two women lined up behind him whispered to each other, each looking quite different from the other—one nearly as tall as him and slender, the other shorter and nicely filling out her flight suit; the tall one’s older face was more cheerful and open compared to the other one’s serious, strained look. Despite those differences, he was sure they were sisters.

      It was the eyes, probably. Not the color, he thought. That was as different as their hair, the tall one blond and blue-eyed, the shorter one brunette and closer to green. But the shape and spacing of their eyes, along with the button noses and the Cupid’s bow of the lips—those were the same.

      And no matter how different they seemed from each other, they were both wildly different from him, undoubtedly from northern European stock. His ancestors had hailed from India back on Earth, although he was pretty sure they’d lived somewhere else before the exodus.

      Here he was, third generation Kedraalian, and with his pronounced nose, deep-gold skin, and black hair, he still looked as if he’d grown up in the southwest of that faraway subcontinent.

      That was what it was to be human, to be Kedraalian: different but the same.

      A bell chimed, announcing time had run out for one of the booths, killing the connection to someone precious, maybe a mother or sibling or father. Maybe the Marine or spacer had someone as wonderful as Miranda back home, waiting for their return from this mission to the strange planet below.

      The booth door hissed open, and fans spun up, blasting out the air as a short, young woman with deep-black skin stepped out, dark eyes wet and bloodshot, Navy gray coveralls stretched wide at the hip.

      As she marched past, trailing the scent of tears and perspiration, a powerful fire radiating out from her, Shetty looked away and shivered, same as any human would. Even a ship the size of the Zulu wasn’t big enough for the uncomfortable moment.

      In his head, thoughts formed on their own, tossing around the idea that the crying woman’s ill fortune wasn’t a jinx, a toxic contagion that would spread through proximity.

      No, this was good luck. It was a comrade taking a shot and collapsing, a shot that had to hit someone. Better that comrade than you.

      Someone in the queue behind Shetty grumbled that he needed to get moving.

      Head down, he hurried to the booth, smelled the young woman’s soap and sweat, felt her heat in the air and on the firm bench that made him appreciate he only had five minutes. When the door sealed, the fans died, and he felt the heat cooking inside him now.

      The counter began, even before he activated the chit to open the connection.

      His heart thudded, and it became harder to think.

      What if Miranda wasn’t home? What time would it be? Would it count against him if the Q-comm back on Dramora was down?

      Those questions evaporated when the Q-comm tone filled the stuffy little booth. Over the impossible distance between Ferekon and Dramora, the system had managed a successful connection.

      He should be in university, learning the details about technologies like that, things that had helped human civilization advance by centuries. Joining the Marines had been a desperate move, a stupid idea, a way to recover after being denied a scholarship at the prestigious Kedraalian Polytechnic Institute. If he wrapped up his four-year tour, though, he wouldn’t need a scholarship. He’d have access to zero-interest loans plus the assorted educational bonuses the Marines set aside for—

      The connection chimed, and a snowy haze filled the display, slowly resolving into a yawning Miranda Kumar. Shorter than him, with paler skin and softer features, she’d done something with her hair, a new style that made her look older. And she was in pajamas, a magenta velvet that seemed so bright.

      She yawned, brow knit. “Avery?”

      Couldn’t she see him? She sounded so confused.

      “Hi. I guess you haven’t received my message yet that I was selected for the Ferekon mission. It’s Operation Noble Defense. Did you hear about that? It’s the first major Galactic League military effort. Everyone’s here: Gythal, Zienmar, Koluush, Iviryn, Uzwulii. The Anirii sent a fleet, too.”

      Miranda screwed up her face, but nothing she could do could make her any less beautiful in his eyes. “You didn’t get my message?”

      “Your message? Uh. We’ve been in Fold Space for a week, and they just made the Q-comm available to us. The first couple days is all about catching up on—”

      “I sent you a message, Avery. It was weeks ago.”

      “When?”

      “After you left.”

      “After my leave?” How long ago had he been back home?

      She gave him that bug-eyed look that said she was having none of him asking questions with obvious answers. If she’d sent a message using a low-priority Fold Space transmission, it might still be en route to his training post.

      Explaining that he’d returned from leave to find himself fast-tracked into Operation Noble Defense was only going to make her more bitter about him joining the Marines in the first place, so he opted for a broad smile. “I’ll probably receive it when I return to post in a month or two.”

      Miranda folded her arms over her chest. “I can’t believe you’re making me do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “Break up with you on a Q-comm call.”

      “Break…”

      The universe did some sort of strange collapsing trick, the glow of the terminal going intensely bright, the vertical rectangle growing impossibly detailed, then as suddenly far away and impossible to see with any clarity, the golden glow of numbers and letters mere pinpricks.

      From far, far away, Miranda’s pretty face twisted. “I’m too young to be dealing with all this separation. Anyway, Jimmy Chao got into the Institute, and my parents think he’s a better fit for me.”

      Jimmy…Chao… The guy who’d cheated off Shetty’s maths and physics tests for years.

      Shetty swallowed, unsure when someone had punched him so hard in the gut that he couldn’t breathe. “I thought…we were…”

      Miranda shook her hair and held up a hand. “No. Don’t get me started. It’s over, Avery. I’ve already cried my tears. Good luck with your Operation Noble whatever. I wish you well. I really do. But you have to think about me.”

      Before he could ask her if she meant she had to think about herself, the connection ended.

      Somehow, he still had three minutes left. That was time enough to try to call home, maybe get an update on his Uncle Sri’s liver condition or his Aunt Lakshmi’s argument before the Dramora appellate court—

      But, no. He could already feel the fire burning inside his chest, the icy nausea in his belly, the way his lungs were going to fail him.

      He stood and opened the booth, almost bumping into the shorter of the two sisters who’d been behind him in line, barely managing a mumbled apology as his stinging eyes grew damp. He wanted to look down to the deck, to avoid the stares of his military brothers and sisters still standing in line. They didn’t have to say anything for him to feel it: dead man walking.

      Now he was the contagion, the plague carrier, the pariah.

      Without remembering how, he found his way down to the assembly deck, to his Wolfhound assault mechanized unit. The cool of the composite armor of the AMU’s left leg felt glorious against his incinerator-hot flesh. Breathing in the silicone grease and freshly applied heat-ablating coating pushed away the memory of the packed bodies standing in line, gawking at him.

      Something heavy clattered to the gray deck plates behind him, and he caught the now-familiar odor of Chief Warrant Officer Benjamin Caplan-Vereen—Cappy to anyone who interacted with him.

      Cappy grunted and stepped close enough for his stained, green coveralls to fill Shetty’s peripheral vision, gut stressing the material. The engineer wiped his thick, scarred fingers with a grimy towel but not his nails. He never cleaned his nails. That was the first thing Shetty had noticed about the warrant officer, the black gunk collected beneath his too-long nails.

      That hygiene oversight didn’t matter a lick, not if you wanted someone who knew what he was doing.

      The stocky engineer sniffled, leaned in closer, then drew back. “Seen that before.”

      Shetty turned his head away. “Leave me alone, Cappy.”

      “Hey. No puking on my deck. Hear?”

      “I’m not drunk.”

      “Course you aren’t. You look like you just went ten rounds with the hand-to-hand combat master from boot camp. What’s her name, kid?”

      “Her…?” It took a second for the fog to clear enough for Shetty to understand that Cappy actually knew what had happened. “Miranda. Kumar.”

      “A looker, this Miranda?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You two get very far? If it was just physical, you’ll forget about her the second you find someone else to—”

      “We dated all through high school. Other than a couple short breakups.”

      Cappy’s face twisted into a sneer. “You telling me you two never—”

      “Miranda’s family is very conservative.”

      That apparently qualified as humorous to the engineer, who let out a deep belly laugh. “You a virgin, Private Shetty? A virgin about to head down to that disaster of a planet down there to get your balls blown off? Oh, ho-ho! You need to rectify that right now. Good-looking fella like you, shouldn’t take long.”

      Somewhere off to Shetty’s left, someone whistled, loud and sharp. He turned to see one of his fellow Marines jogging toward him. She sported the same sort of haircut as him, trimmed tight just above the ears and nape of neck, a little longer on the crown. When she jogged, though, her athletic frame was more pronounced than his would ever be. Although she’d avoided the sort of thick, highly defined muscles some of the guys in their unit had developed, there was no flab on the flesh her T-shirt and shorts didn’t cover.

      Private Erin Flores came to a stop not a meter away, bronze skin damp and glowing. Her dark brown hair was slick from sweat, and her chest rose and fell from deep breathing. The heat and smell of her said she’d been exercising for a while. “Heard you got the old Dear John, buddy.”

      Shetty looked away, ears burning. “Leave me alone, Erin.”

      The young woman squeezed his shoulder. “What’d I tell you, huh? Long-distance love never lasts. You’re in the prime of your life, surrounded by all kinds of women who’re gonna want to get next to you, and you want to be loyal to some bimbo—”

      He shrugged off her squeezing hand. “She’s no bimbo.”

      Flores showed her palms. “No need to get hostile. I’m not looking for anything permanent. I told you before. Unless, y’know. With you, maybe permanent would work.” She winked.

      Cappy snorted. “He’s a wounded vet now. Lashing out is normal.”

      “You need something to treat those wounds, Shetty, you know where to find me.” Flores slapped his butt, then backed away, hands up again, laughing until she bumped into the mechanical leg of another Wolfhound. “Seriously. Look me up. We’ll get some beer. You can cry on my shoulder. I’m always open for business…for you.” She blew him a kiss, then jogged away.

      Despite himself, Shetty’s eyes followed her until she was out of sight. It took him a moment to realize the engineer had done the same thing.

      The stocky man arched bushy eyebrows. “What? She has nice—”

      “Don’t even try.”

      “She seriously made you offers before, and you turned her down?”

      “I was committed to Miranda.”

      “And she was committed to you, huh?”

      Shetty pushed away from the Wolfhound. “I need to get some sleep.”

      “Hey. Before you go.” The engineer rapped the knuckles of his right hand against the big Wolfhound’s leg. “I installed the pico-Z-mod chipset like you asked.”

      “Thanks, Cappy.”

      “How’d you get your hands on that?”

      “I knew a guy in high school.”

      “Knew a guy in high school? And you carried that chipset around through boot camp and your advanced training? Pull the other one.”

      “What?”

      Cappy stuck a leg out. “Pull it.”

      The moment seemed too absurd for Shetty to be sure what he should make of it. “I don’t…”

      “You’re just a kid, yeah.” The engineer scraped his chipped, grimy nails over the stubble covering his puffy cheeks. “Old saying. ‘You pulling my leg?’ It means you’re having one over on me, making fun of me, kidding around. ‘Pull the other one’ means someone saw through the joke. Get it?”

      “Sure. I…” Shetty looked around the massive bay and all the gear on display: the big armored suits the mechanized infantry would use, the armored personnel carriers for the light mechanized infantry, a couple tanks and several howitzers for support, cases for the missile batteries. “Why does it matter where I got the chipset?”

      “You blow out the weapons circuit, and people start asking questions.”

      “It’s not going to blow out anything.”

      “Pico-Z-mod. Never even heard of it until you gave it to me, and I follow the modification industry. Everybody wants a faster system. This chipset? I still got nothing on it, and I looked.” Again, the engineer arched his eyebrows. “So why don’t you tell me where you got this chipset.”

      This was just one more thing Shetty didn’t need, a drama on top of everything else. Wasn’t it enough that he’d proven a disappointment to his parents, that he’d lost Miranda, and that all his plans were meaningless now? After all he’d done, after all the work and excellent grades, and the project he’d submitted to the Institute, how had he been passed over for scholarship?

      That one thing had changed the course of his entire life.

      Might as well admit the truth behind the modified chipset. It wasn’t as if things could get worse.

      A high-pitched horn sounded through the Zulu’s speakers—once, twice, three times. Before the echoes died away, the horn was replaced by an authoritative voice. “All hands, be advised. Sensor analysts have reported a Fold Space breach. I repeat, sensor analysts have reported a Fold Space breach. Recon vessels are en route to confirm the signal. At this time, Fleet Command has gone to Phase II posture.”

      A Fold Space breach? How far out? If the Oranians had launched an invasion fleet, shouldn’t someone have detected it before now? There were listening posts and spy ships and all sorts of other methods to keep track of the Crabs, weren’t there?

      What was Phase II posture? Wasn’t that where they deployed—?

      The speaker must have enough experience with what he was doing, because the voice was there again. “Marines will begin immediate deployment to Ferekon. Wave One, report to stations with full gear in fifteen minutes. Wave Two, report to stations with full gear in thirty minutes. Wave Three, go to standby.”

      As the speaker repeated the message, it sank in for Shetty.

      They were heading down to this nightmare planet where billions and billions had died over the centuries. Humanity and their alien allies were seriously planning to stand up to the monstrous Oranians to send the message that they would not allow a return of the old empire that had once ruled over so much of what was now League space. The Oranians had once terrorized most of the alien species now aligned with the Kedraalian Republic through the Galactic League.

      Was this what the Republic founders had dreamed of when they’d fled Earth all those decades ago? Had they hoped to find themselves standing alongside such strange allies, trying to hold back brutal conquerors?

      Or had they ever had a hint that the universe held more than humans, that the terrors they’d fought wearing human flesh might one day pale in comparison to what monstrosities the galaxy could offer up?

      Shetty’s mouth went dry. His knees trembled. All hope for sleep was gone.

      If nothing else, he’d managed to stumble into a solution to drive away heartbreak. That was something, wasn’t it?
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        Ferekon

        Major Famke Teuling

      

      

      Chaos was everywhere in the long, gray passageways of the Kedraalian Navy troop transport Zulu. Boots thudded, and shouted apologies rang off the walls as Marines weaved in and out of clusters of comrades, rushing for their quarters to gather gear and report to their launch stations. They cast crazy, racing shadows, leaving behind faint whiffs of huffed lunch-scented breath. Twice, Major Famke Teuling had to yank her younger sister, Gerda, out of the path of a barreling infantryman too concerned with getting down to the surface of Ferekon to worry about plowing into the wide-eyed lieutenant.

      When the third giant of a man twisted at the last instant to get around Gerda, subdued apology almost lost in the rasp of his snowfield camouflage uniform blouse brushing against the bulkhead, Famke pulled the younger Teuling in close. After that, they walked hip to hip.

      That drew Gerda out of her introspection. “Stop it. You’ll get rumors started about us.”

      “You stop it. Everyone knows we’re married.” Famke pinched her sister’s butt and giggled.

      “That’s not funny.” The younger Teuling sibling blushed enough that the light sprinkling of freckles across her button nose all but disappeared.

      “What? You’d be a good catch. Why do you think I let you crawl into my bed when you got scared even after you turned thirteen?”

      “Don’t be gross.”

      Gerda’s face darkened more. Her eyes went to the Marines and spacers crowding the passageway. She was probably terrified they were listening in, thinking the sisters were some sort of twisted deviants.

      As if anyone cared what went on between two consenting adults.

      But that was Gerda in a nutshell: oblivious, overcome with guilt, insecure in every way imaginable. How could someone so cute, so smart, so capable be so riddled with shame and doubt? Did she really miss the way she drew the eyes of men and women alike? Could she actually go on for years ignoring her accomplishments as a pilot?

      It wasn’t just a matter of a younger sister stuck on the idea that she could never be as good as her older sister, either. Yes, there were obvious differences: Famke, at 173 centimeters and 62 kilograms, was often called statuesque, while at eight centimeters shorter and the same weight, Gerda had a more voluptuous physique. And then there was the young woman’s annoyance over being the only one in her family with fluffy brown hair in three generations, while her older sister had the straight, pale blond locks typical of her mother and aunts.

      No. What haunted Gerda ran deeper, extending far beyond herself and into things she had absolutely no control whatsoever over.

      Famke could understand that, sure, but she couldn’t approve of it.

      She punched her little sister in the arm. “So, you going to hook up with that handsome Marine you were making eyes at back at the Q-comm booths?”

      “What? Who are—?”

      “Oh, please. That Indian guy with the dreamy eyes?”

      “Don’t say Indian. He’s Kedraalian, same as us.”

      “Right. As if we don’t look like we’re Dutch.” Famke rolled her eyes at her sister’s uptight nature, always worrying about somehow offending someone. “Then you admit you were giving him the eye.”

      “No, I didn’t.” Gerda slumped as they turned left into the passageway that would take them to the stairs leading down to the hangar deck. “Anyway, he didn’t see me.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because he walked right past me as if I didn’t exist.”

      What a jerk. It must’ve happened while Famke was in the booth. “So what? One guy doesn’t appreciate you. There are thousands on the Zulu alone who would.”

      “Don’t patronize me, okay?”

      Famke let it go, hearing the harsh tone in her sister’s voice that said she’d already dug in her heels and wouldn’t budge on the matter. The kid could be so irritating.

      Kid. Not even three years younger, and she felt like such a drag.

      They hustled down the steps to the lower deck where their squadron would gather before launching to provide combat air patrol—CAP—for the fleet as well as the Marine transport ships and assault craft ferrying troops to Ferekon.

      When they exited the stairwell onto the hangar deck, they found the same sort of crazed energy as the decks above. People rushed around down here, completing final prep. Crew chiefs decked out in brown coveralls with fluorescent orange stripes hunched over floor-mounted consoles, checking readouts from the Marine F-3M Bulldog fighter craft mounted against the hull inside the Zulu’s starboard launch module. Maintenance teams wearing lighter-weight olive drab suits crawled among the hoses and wire bundles snaking over the deck, calling out readings to a lanky, horse-faced supervisor marking everything down on her glowing utility device.

      The scene wouldn’t have been complete without pilots strutting around, offering opinions on everything from the grime-coated deck plates to the readouts the crew chiefs were assessing to how stuffy the air felt down here in the hangar bay.

      Famke’s eyes went to the loudest abuser, her sister’s nemesis, Lieutenant Nan Cartagena.

      The woman was everything Gerda had a right to deplore: willowy, blond, loudmouthed. Plus, she was a legacy, the grandkid of a decorated Marine colonel, a third-generation Marine. Officially, Cartagena’s excrement emitted zero odor particles, and the blowhard made sure everyone knew it.

      Gerda hissed a curse and looked away from the obnoxious woman who’d determined to make every waking moment of life miserable.

      At some point, the younger Teuling sister was going to have to face her enemy down.

      Not today.

      Flying CAP alongside Navy pilots launching from the carrier Achaemenid and the potential of the Anirii putting their own legendary fighter craft into space meant everyone had to be at their best. Gerda didn’t need any distractions.

      Famke waved her squadron over, giving an agitated second wave when Cartagena continued haranguing her crew chief. “Lieutenant Cartagena, that’s not an optional invite.”

      The willowy woman barked some last command to the agitated crew chief, drawing a glare at her back as she sauntered over to join her comrades.

      Seeing the legacy bump knuckles with another of the Marine pilots nearly pushed Famke over the edge. She valued camaraderie as much as anyone, and she didn’t want to clamp down on her pilots having personalities. So long as they didn’t overdo it and hotdog to the point they put people at risk, a little bit of swagger was often the difference between a willingness to take risks with big payoffs and being too timid. Training showed over and again that timidity got people killed.

      To keep her cool, Famke closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath. “Listen up. We launch in five minutes. Lightning’s element has low-orbit duty. The rest of you are with me, above the fleet.”

      Cartagena’s hand went up. “Shouldn’t the more experienced element handle LO?”

      “That’s exactly what they’re doing, Lieutenant. If you’ll check the training logs, our element has two hours less flight time in the Bulldogs. Maybe you’ll recall your and Manley’s three-week stint on night watch after coming down with the Yellow Flu?”

      The pale-faced lieutenant went red. She might be immune to career-torpedoing discipline, but her drunken antics—diplomatically documented as the “Yellow Flu” for the good of Famke’s own career—had cost the six pilots of the element vital training time.

      And Famke didn’t need to remind anyone that the incident had cost the twelve pilots of the squadron one of the two prestigious Marine squadron positions aboard the Achaemenid.

      Amber lights flashed along the tops of the towering gray bulkheads.

      It was time to get the Bulldogs into space.

      Famke hugged Gerda, not giving one damn about anyone griping about nepotism and caring even less about the younger woman’s discomfort over the contact. “Stay sharp.”

      The junior officer tensed, then whispered the same.

      Gloves and helmet on, Famke descended the angled chute into the waiting Bulldog. She found herself breathing hard. Her hands were clammy, her mouth dry. This was her squadron’s chance to prove itself, a chance for the smaller Marine flight contingent to put the Navy pilots on notice. And it wasn’t just the Kedraalians but the Galactic League forces who needed to see what these new fighter elements could do. If the Anirii put some of their vaunted Star Wraith fighters into space, everyone would need to be at the very top of their game.

      Once settled into the Bulldog’s seat, Famke activated the cockpit, which slid forward into place, sealing her off from the hangar deck atmosphere. She flipped systems on, connected to her crew chief on the deck several meters above, and ran through her flight check. Everything showed green on the console, which almost shocked her. The ugly star fighters had cost hundreds of millions to produce, yet they’d been plagued with bugs and design flaws that had delayed fielding them until six months ago.

      Would they hold together for this peacocking maneuver intended to drive the Oranians back to their uncontested worlds? That was the big unknown.

      She checked in first with the squadron, then connected to only her element.

      As the countdown indicator flashed on her visor’s heads-up display, she ran her tongue over her parched lips.

      This was it.

      The countdown dropped to zero, which grew as bright as a star, then her Bulldog dropped from the cradle, pinning it to the Zulu’s hull. Thrusters activated, launching the fighter into the black of space.

      Immediately, her visor came alive with feeds from the fighter’s systems: position tracking relative to the fleet and the planet, sensor scans, weapons and fuel status.

      All green.

      Her element followed after, forming into an arrow, two craft to either side and the final on her six. She connected with Fleet Command to get clearance to rise a hundred kilometers above the fleet’s deployment plane. Once she had approval, she went vertical at five Gs. Once stabilized, she ran a quick check with the rest of the element to confirm everyone was green across the board.

      As her comrades maneuvered into place, she got a good look at the blunt-nosed, blocky fighters: thirty meters long, the fuselage silver and gold, with deep-blue wings that ended in gold weapons pods. They were the heaviest of the fighter craft in the Kedraalian fleet, capable of atmospheric operations to allow for ground support. Maneuverability and speed had been sacrificed in exchange for multirole versatility and the ability to pack more of a punch.

      Could they ever be good at any one thing? That was what they would find out.

      Not here, she hoped. Not if it meant the sleeping Oranian giant waking to test the mettle of the people who’d driven it back to its home centuries before.

      The Kedraalian military wasn’t ready for something like that. Not yet.

      She keyed her mic when she saw Cartagena’s fighter drifting below the rest of the element. “Goose, check your position.”

      Goose. As in goose egg, the score the legacy officer had managed on her first assault training run with her Bulldog.

      Getting into the troubled lieutenant’s head was intended as more a gentle reminder than a scolding. The Bulldog’s systems had probably warned Cartagena to correct before the transmission, but a little humbling could reinforce the message.

      After a second, the fighter leveled off with the rest of the element, and Cartagena gave a casual acknowledgment.

      She wasn’t unflappable so much as dismissive.

      Famke shook her head. What could she do to get through to this woman? As far as Cartagena was concerned, everything was a stepping stone to a command position, a chance to accelerate toward her inevitable promotion to captain. Nothing could knock her off that course, so why become annoyed or flustered when someone corrected her?

      There couldn’t be a greater contrast between the woman’s flippant confidence and Gerda’s tortured uncertainty, and that was a tragedy.

      Below the formation, flashes of rocket flare marked other vessels entering the pattern. First came the sleek Navy Strikehawks rising from the Achaemenid, then the assorted Galactic League fighter craft: the silvery Zienmar globes; the red, javelin-like Koluush Junt fighters; the small, slick, black Uzwulii dragonfly ships. Each offered a different take on the technologies that had made fighters a viable technology, which had necessarily changed the Kedraalian Navy’s composition in the last several decades.

      Finally, Famke caught a flicker of movement and spotted thirteen of the ghostly gray Star Wraiths rising up into the pattern. The damned things were big, probably twice the size of the Bulldogs, but they didn’t show up on sensors, even after billions of dollars in research by Kedraalia’s top universities and research centers. Everyone drew from the same technology base, but the centuries head start the older species had on everyone else kept them far advanced.

      If the Anirii were ever to revert to their warlike ways, Famke hated to think of what that would mean for the Republic.

      Radio chatter quickly filled the channel, the various species’ languages being converted into understandable Kedraalian by software. She could still hear the spoken or sometimes emitted sounds underneath the computerized translation, but she quickly learned to block the alien noises out.

      Before long, Fleet Command had provided her element’s assignment: BARCAP—Barrier CAP. They were to proceed coreward two thousand kilometers and establish a picket for the fleet. It was impossible to put up a big enough line to stop enemy forces in the vastness of space, but everything they were doing here was about show.

      She plotted the course and sent it to the rest of the element, then connected. “Keep the formation tight, Marines. It’s getting crowded out here.”

      Her Bulldog accelerated, the Gs pushing her back in her seat. She had plenty of fuel for this sort of operation, so long as the fleet was there when she was done.

      As her fighter neared the designated patrol position, she caught another of the flickers of movement that signaled Star Wraiths were nearby.

      Far too nearby!

      “Element, vector three-four-five.”

      Famke gritted her teeth and threw the control stick to the left, sending the Bulldog’s nose fifteen degrees to port, away from the Anirii fighters that had abruptly shot into her approved path.

      Even a little warning from the sensors would have been nice, but Famke had to settle for the flicker of fire from the disappearing triangular ships.

      What were those pilots even doing? They were headed far beyond the approved patrol area.

      It wasn’t really her concern. No one told the Anirii how to run their military. They were no longer the massive imperial power that had deposed the Kiroanians, but the kinder, gentler ruling clan still had access to all the weapons wielded so brutally by the previous regime.

      After reporting the incident, Famke put it from her mind. What mattered now wasn’t some big, wolflike pilots hotdogging in the shared combat space but showing what the Marine pilots could bring to the situation.

      She resumed her assigned place in the barrier picket. “Eyes peeled, people.”

      Her element responded with confirmation. They were calm, voices even, almost giddy. Before long, the jokes began, eventually generating into a song about flying “round and round,” with each pilot adding an ad hoc verse. Even Famke added one. Anything to break the tension.

      Would Gerda’s element be doing the same? Would the assault craft pilots? How would the Marines dropping onto the planetary surface handle the uncertainty of erecting positions on the planet far beneath the fleet?

      They were professionals. They’d pull through this. Stay on target.

      The Bulldog’s radio crackled. “All ships, all ships. This is Fleet Command. Stand by.”

      The older Teuling sister straightened, eyes narrowed. Was the operation over already? Were they being pulled back after a false alarm?

      Against the black of space, she thought she detected distant lights flickering, like newborn stars.

      Anirii Star Wraiths. They were headed back to the fleet. Right?

      “All ships, be advised recon ships report Fold Space breach continues. Oranian ships have been detected entering system space. Repeat: Recon ships report Fold Space breach continues. Oranian ships have been detected entering system space.”

      She gasped, then slammed her mouth shut.

      They were here, the damned giant crabs and their ships with armor so thick no weapon could supposedly penetrate. The Oranian giant had awoken after all, exactly as everyone had said could never, ever happen again, and they were coming for this planet that held more value as a symbol of empire building than anything else.

      And now it fell to her untested Marines to slow their approach.
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      The cavalcade sped south along Republic Boulevard, armored black utility vehicles glistening beneath the Kedraalian sun. Faith Benson pulled a mirror from her purse and checked her look, wincing at the cruelty of the sun. Wrinkles creased a face she’d once grudgingly accepted as hers, a face many assured her had been pretty enough. What had that face gotten her compared to her intelligence and determination?

      And yet in her eighties, she missed that youth and that pretty face more than anything else.

      Vanity.

      She freshened the dark lipstick on lips gone thin, hoping to pull attention away from a face gone full. The war against the weight that had been so determined to settle on her bones was over. No amount of time in the gym would undo that any more than any treatment would completely cure her of the cancers that kept recurring every few years.

      It was just another battle in a war she would one day lose.

      Her utility vehicle bounced over something, and the dull pain in her belly throbbed. It was a pain she’d come to accept, same as the extra seven kilograms she carried on an ever-shrinking frame. If nothing else, this connected her with Cecily, the last of her children, whether Faith had wanted it to be that way or not.

      So much about the child spoke of a stubbornness, a disregard for her parents, yet Faith’s love never wavered.

      A sharp turn pressed her against the belt holding her into place, and the sun settled behind her, casting a long shadow from what had once been a stately neck. Like the rest of her, it was shrunken now, stiffer and less capable. Turning full right or left was a chore, with muscles painfully protesting when she tried it.

      There had been good years, though. She’d accomplished more than anyone had a right to hope for: success in the war that had repaired the broken Republic, command of the largest Kedraalian space fleet ever fielded, a governorship to prove her chops, two productive stints as prime minister.

      That was more than a headstone could hold.

      She breathed in her flowery perfume, remembered a time when her passion for life had been greater than her passion for the job, when thoughts of her husband had left her hot and trembling, or when she had stormed angrily into the office of a teacher to protest the evaluation delivered to a child’s essay.

      Now…?

      Faith leaned forward and rested a hand on the driver’s seat. “How much longer?”

      Like the dark-skinned man in the rear seat beside her, the bull-necked driver was so heavily muscled that he seemed on the verge of rupturing the stitches of his black coat when he twisted around. “Light traffic, Madam Prime Minister.”

      Most days, she would’ve swatted the man’s beefy shoulder and scolded him to call her Faith. Today was different. Today they were headed to an ostentatious event that signified a changing of the guard, so far as she was concerned.

      Today, her baby would give the most important speech ever delivered by a Kedraalian diplomat.

      The words Cecily Benson would speak would drive a spear into the heart of the war dogs who insisted upon following the Anirii guidance to challenge their old rivals for stellar supremacy.

      No doubt Cecily thought her mother didn’t care about the speech. Or if the petulant young woman realized her mother knew about the speech, then she would probably think Faith would protest the message and prevail upon her still-serving comrades in the parliament to condemn Envoy Benson’s message and to summon her back for an emphatic scolding.

      Nothing could be further from the truth.

      Serving during war had taught Faith to fear conflict, to loathe it, to stand against it. As far as she was concerned, you didn’t build a military to execute a war but to sufficiently intimidate enemies that they never had the temerity to act against you.

      She popped a sweet cinnamon lozenge into her mouth and let the hum of the tires speeding over the street calm her.

      After another turn, they slowed, and she recognized the front gate to the Kedraalian Diplomatic Service compound. Somber security guards stood within a glass-walled shelter, eyes locked on the oncoming cars. Faith tensed, then drew a hand-sized, ruby-red sliver of clear plastic from the silver handbag she’d chosen for her black-and-silver pants suit. When her data device woke, it showed the time, confirming she was right on schedule.

      The bull-necked bodyguard behind the wheel braked. Ahead, the driver of the first vehicle had lowered his window and held up a utility device that would project everyone’s credentials into a scanner.

      Now the security guard stepped back, looked through the front window to Faith, easy to identify despite the oversized sunglasses and the scarf wrapped around her silvery hair, and saluted.

      And then they were driving again, the dark-skinned man in the back seat turning to consider her. “You going to want the whole team on escort, Madam Prime Minister?”

      “I think not, Cole. You’re more than enough.”

      He looked straight ahead without comment, and when they parked, he came around briskly to open her door and offer one of his massive hands. How could she not feel safe with such a handsome, intimidating escort? And anyway, who could possibly want to attack her, a withering old woman wallowing in her past accomplishments while racing toward anonymity?

      They strolled across the sidewalk bisecting the well-manicured lawn, curling around a monument to Guy Hatch, the diplomat who’d ironed out the final papers to bring the old rebels fully back into the Republic.

      The diplomat’s admonishment snagged her attention: In peace, prosperity. In war, desolation. Seek first the good of all people and leave aside ego and greed.

      Hatch had been a twat, capitalizing on the blood and misery she’d spread across rebel space—Azoren, Gulmar, Khanate, and Moskav.

      Good on the man. So long as he’d saved lives, he’d done the right thing.

      Once the guard at the dark glass door had waved her and Cole in, Faith realized just how warm it had been outside. It was positively frosty inside the vast building, the air stale except for the faint, citrusy smell of cleaning fluids. Her flats clapped against the highly polished marble floor, giving the interior an even greater sense of volume.

      She’d barely finished admiring a bronze bust committed to some Earth diplomat when the whispery shush of approaching soft-soled shoes brought her around. A smaller woman with the same sort of wrinkles but light-brown skin held both hands out. “Prime Minister Benson. It’s so good you could join us.”

      Faith clasped the other woman’s gnarled hands, felt the life still there in the cold grasp, and smiled. “Thank you so much, Drishti.”

      The gray-haired woman shuffled along at her guest’s side, a crooked finger scratching absently at a mole on the side of her nose. “You’ve reviewed the speech?”

      “Cole is probably sick to death of hearing it.”

      Maybe the bodyguard was tired of hearing the recording, but his handsome, unmoving features didn’t betray any emotion.

      Drishti’s dark eyes went to the big brute’s face, then she smiled. “Cecily wrote the first and final draft.”

      That was exactly what Faith had expected. “She’s gifted.”

      “And she has shown commendable dedication.”

      Faith nodded just enough to acknowledge this gem. Her fear for years had been that her daughter would never grow out of her flighty, narcissistic behavior and become a true adult. Through no failing of her own, Faith had seen the poison of an entire generation affect her baby, tearing away the beginnings of self-discipline, maturity, and integrity. So many of the child’s peers had forgotten the struggles of their parents, the sacrifices that had made Kedraal the success it was today.

      Or maybe so many of Faith’s own generation had forgotten those sacrifices and had failed to pass along the lessons to their children, choosing instead to coddle and shield them, encouraging them to “find themselves.”

      Now the military struggled to meet the recruiting numbers to match planned strength, putting pressure on leaders to find alternate solutions.

      If Cecily’s time in the Navy had helped her break free of such negative influences, then maybe there was hope for her peers, too.

      The diplomat took them down another hallway, this one lined with gold-framed paintings of the giants behind the establishment of the Diplomatic Corps. Faith recognized several faces, smiling at rivals she’d outlived.

      That smile apparently sent the wrong message to Drishti. “Retirement seems to agree with you—or is there one more run for parliament in you?”

      Faith chuckled. “I’ve made too many enemies to ever hold a significant post again. I’ll have to be content with what I’ve already accomplished.”

      “You don’t worry about being bored? I can’t imagine the trouble your idle hands might get you into.”

      “Boredom is the least of my concerns.”

      Two glass doors slid open as they approached a bright room labeled Q-Comm Center. Inside, a giant display showed a white screen with the azure hand cupping a stylized dove that signified the Diplomatic Corps’ objective of bringing peace and enlightenment to the galaxy. Theater seating ran several rows deep, sloping down a couple meters at the base, where a young man and woman in charcoal-gray business attire arranged cookies, napkin-covered plates, and drink urns on a cloth-covered table.

      Of course, the white cloth also sported the dove symbol, albeit half-covered.

      Cole scanned the occupants milling around inside the theater, dark eyes narrowed as if he expected an assassin to lunge from one of the dimly lit corners. He was an admirable specimen and committed to his craft, but he could sometimes be far too serious.

      Faith squeezed his elbow. “Why don’t you grab a cookie and some roka?”

      “Madam—”

      “We need a moment for old-lady talk.” She didn’t have to remind him that a Dragi Works Black Widow 9mm semi-automatic pistol took up most of the space in her purse. He’d taken her to the firing range and had seen her qualify with it two weeks before. He’d even helped her with a faulty cartridge, bless his heart.

      Once he’d sulked toward the refreshments table, Faith leaned in closer to her old friend. “Are there any people working against her?”

      The woman’s dark eyes brightened. “You must know better than that, dear.”

      “I spent more than forty years in the military and government service. Plenty of people aren’t content to limit their vendettas to the person who crossed them.”

      “It’s the worst-kept secret in the service that Cecily has impressed Director Sas. He speaks highly of her, and he flagged her speech for every trainee to study.”

      “That doesn’t mean—”

      “Faith, the man is miserly with his praise. This means something.”

      Could this finally be Cecily turning the corner? “This appointment to speak at the Galactic League Hub—it’s not a setup?”

      “A setup?”

      “It has the feel of putting her on a stage too big for her.”

      Drishti took Faith’s hands in her own. “Your baby has grown. She’s more ready for this moment than any of her peers. When she presented her speech to the director, she explained how she’d arrived at this point. She said she’d had an epiphany while reviewing the proposals submitted to the Galactic League body. Do you know what that epiphany was?”

      “Cecily hasn’t talked to me about her work in nearly two years.”

      “That’s terrible. It’s not uncommon, though. Mothers and daughters have fraught relationships long before they have strong ones. Janya and I had terrible rows. She broke fine china once, a window at the house another time. Timothy told me he thought I would kill her. And just this morning, she called me to tell me about little Christian walking on his own.” The diplomat covered her mouth to hide her laugh.

      “Did Cecily talk to you about this epiphany?”

      “I discovered it through back channels. It impressed the director, like I said. She said that while reviewing the War of Separation, she found declarations from senior officers that urged action against the rebels. Historians all agreed that the Republic military was in no shape to fight the Azoren or Moskav so soon after they led the splintering factions breaking away.”

      Faith bristled. She’d cited the same examples in an argument before the full parliament when Cecily had been a teen, trying to draw enough votes to keep the Republic from joining the League. Not just joining the league but pitching the idea of forming it to the various aggrieved alien species looking for someone to act as a galactic police force.

      Kedraal wasn’t ready for such a role. Humans were barely coming to grips with the idea of alien species existing.

      She pushed her annoyance aside. “Calling back to that incident hardly seems to warrant this sort of attention, don’t you think?”

      “Oh. That’s not the full extent of it. It’s merely the foundation, you see. She cited you as the source, though. That’s important, isn’t it?”

      “She cited me?”

      Drishti nodded. “More importantly, she referred to the failings in Earth history, of diplomatic efforts attempted and failed because of hubris. There are theories around this now, and we feel we have a better understanding of the associated complexities.”

      “In dealing with humans, yes. According to theories.”

      “And that is the point she emphasized. Our understandings are flawed and uncertain when dealing with our own. What arrogance it is to assume we can take these unproven concepts and apply them to completely different species.”

      On her own, Cecily had arrived at the same conclusion Faith had. Maybe there really was hope for the young woman.

      A tone sounded in the small theater, and an older man in a deep-blue business suit strode in through one of the doors that opened into the lower area. He hurried to the base of the ramp and clasped his hands as a bright light came on directly overhead. Cole marched up that ramp, nearly blocking Faith’s view of the small man with the pronounced nose and white Van Dyke that stood out against his warm brown skin.

      Diplomatic Services Director Hasan Sas.

      The slender man’s narrow shoulders stooped noticeably as he scanned the twenty or thirty people now settling into seats. “Thank you, everyone. Thank you. In a few moments, a momentous occasion will unfold before our eyes. Thanks to the miracle of Q-comm technology shared with us by our Gythalian benefactors, we will have the opportunity to listen as one of our own
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