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7 July 2116

LFS Valkyrie

“Fusion Three is omega, Captain.” Val’s voice was cool, unemotional. “No survivors, no possible repair. Collateral damage to Impeller Four requires two more nodes be taken offline. Maximum delta vee is now eighty-one gravities.”

“Acknowledged.” Lorna Greenwood swallowed hard. “Flag to group, formation echo two. Flag is down to eighty-one gees. Tighten it up, people.”

The five surviving ships of First Fleet’s Battle Group One complied, closing on the flagship and tightening the defensive network. The heavy cruiser Hussar was in worse shape than Valkyrie with most of her weapons and defenses out of action, but her drive was intact, and she closed up as ordered.

As the five ships acknowledged, Lorna felt the weight of responsibility on her shoulders. She should only have been the group’s flag captain, coordinating action and relaying the admiral’s orders. Her eyes once again caught the flashing red notice on her status display—Flag Bridge—Omega. Admiral Jennifer Tanaka would not be giving any orders; Lorna was in command.

“I am tracking eighty-nine missiles incoming.” Again, the AI’s voice was cool, but she spoke rapidly to convey urgency. “Forty-seven seconds to engagement. We have numerous gaps in defenses on the port side.”

Lorna scanned the damage displays. In battle, Val controlled the defense net, not only for Valkyrie, but for the group as a whole. That freed the group’s tactical officers to concentrate on offense. Maneuvering was the responsibility of each ship’s captain.

Starboard point defense and countermissiles are both in better shape, Lorna thought, but the enemy’s on our left flank. 

“Ms. McGill,” Lorna snapped out an order. “If you have portside tubes ready, fire them now. I am going to roll her over in twenty seconds for better defense.”

“Roger that, firing now.” McGill didn’t look up from her console but nodded in acknowledgement. Lorna’s display updated as the five portside tubes still in service sent Viper missiles charging toward the enemy.

“Helm, roll left one-eight-zero degrees. Val, reconfigure defense as needed.”

Better, she thought, but we’re not going to stop eighty-nine missiles. The enemy wasn’t making any mistakes. The missile launch—from two battlecruisers, two heavy cruisers, and five destroyers—was tightly coordinated. Valkyrie was the primary target, Hussar next. Lorna’s formation order had tasked her three remaining destroyers to cover the battered heavy cruiser, leaving only the light cruiser Werewolf to cover Valkyrie. She no longer had the resources to wrap the whole group in a tight defensive net.

She checked her chronometer; the engagement had been in progress for thirty-seven minutes—an eternity in space battle terms. Had BG-1 been at full strength, the remaining enemy force would have been seriously outmatched. In the course of the action, however, the group had lost the heavy cruiser Aborigine, light cruiser Basilisk, three destroyers, and a pair of frigates. None of the surviving ships were undamaged; the latest salvo they’d sent downrange had numbered only 43 missiles.

They’d given a good account of themselves. The enemy had come in with five battlecruisers and six heavy cruisers, supported by a dozen destroyers. Ship for ship, Lunar warships were superior, but not enough to make up for the overwhelming disparity in weight of metal. By every paradigm of strategy and tactics, the LFS group should have disengaged long ago, should have avoided the engagement in the first place, but that was not an option. What remained of BG-1 was all that stood between the enemy ships and their intended targets—TransLuna Station and Luna. If Lorna’s force failed to stop them, kinetic strikes might soon be raining down on TerraNova City.

We’re not going to stop them, Lorna realized. The best we can hope for is to take a big enough bite out of them that TransLuna’s defenses can stand against what’s left. 

It was a forlorn hope. TransLuna was a fixed installation, unable to maneuver. The enemy could stand off beyond its range and send wave after wave of missiles to overwhelm the station’s defenses while taking no fire in return. 

If the fleet was here, we’d have wiped them out in minutes. If we’d had one more battle group, they’d never have gotten this far.

She held her breath as the incoming missiles crossed into the group’s defensive envelope, noting that there was another wave behind this one. Their own fire was still hitting the enemy; the second wave contained only 76 missiles—still a formidable number against their weakened defenses.

Countermissiles took out nearly a third of the first wave. Point defense lasers destroyed nearly half of those that remained. Of the 89 missiles, 31 survived to reach attack range and detonate, spawning x-ray lasers of incredible power. Twelve of those lasers missed their targets; the remaining nineteen did not. 

Valkyrie’s bridge displays went dark. Overhead lights also went out, leaving Lorna and her bridge crew in total darkness. A second later, red emergency lights came on; the displays did not come back up.

“Bridge is omega.” Val’s voice remained calm and cool. “Transferring command to AuxCon.”

“Val, tell Commander Morris to...”

“Bridge is omega,” Val repeated. “No recovery, no survivors. You have no communication with the rest of the ship.”

In other words, we’re dead. Lorna gritted her teeth.

“I am restoring tactical and status displays for information only,” Val advised. The large screen displays came back up; the control consoles did not. 

“Stand down, people.” Lorna sat back in her command chair with a sigh of resignation. “We’re out of action.”

She scanned the faces of her bridge crew, making eye contact with each of them as they turned to her. Senior Lieutenant Mary Jane McGill, Valkyrie’s Navigation and Tactical Officer, wore a look of angry frustration. Chief Petty Officer Warner, the helmsman, simply nodded to her, as did the three systems technicians. None of them looked happy.

“Sorry, ma’am.” Senior Lieutenant Jeffrey Trinh, her Data Systems and Communications Officer shook his head, sadly. 

“Don’t be sorry. You people did your best. We’re out of it, but the battle’s not over.” She waved a hand at the tactical display. 

It’s not over yet, but it will be soon, she thought, one way or another.

She studied the large display. Hussar was gone, destroyed, its icon no longer displayed. One of the covering destroyers, LFS Wolverine, showed the flashing red icon of critical battle damage, effectively out of action. Valkyrie, Werewolf, and the other two destroyers showed yellow—damaged, but still combat effective.

Barely effective. She shook her head as the four LFS ships sent another salvo downrange, only sixteen missiles this time. Valkyrie had sent five of those, Werewolf seven. She took some comfort when the arrival of her previous salvo wiped one enemy heavy cruiser and two destroyers off the display. One of the battlecruisers appeared to have been hit and had fallen out of formation briefly, forcing its consorts to adjust to cover it.

The next enemy salvo arrived, fewer missiles, but facing much weaker defenses. A total of 46 missiles reached attack range and detonated. The lights went out again on Valkyrie’s bridge.

“Damn it!” The voice in the darkness belonged to McGill. The emergency lighting returned, as did the tactical display. Only two LFS icons remained—Werewolf and the destroyer Orca, both showing heavy damage.

“We’re dead.” McGill turned toward her captain with a helpless expression. Lorna didn’t answer but pointed at the display. McGill turned back around to watch the final action.

Werewolf and Orca launched again—only seven missiles this time, but the two ships turned toward the enemy and went to maximum acceleration. Werewolf added two more missiles from her chase tubes. Despite battle damage, both ships had functional drives capable of 170 gravities. 

Charge of the Light Brigade, Lorna thought. Into the Valley of Death...

The maneuver took the enemy by surprise, producing a few moments of confusion as they tried to rearrange their formation. The result left the damaged battlecruiser somewhat more exposed than tactical doctrine would dictate.

That’s the one. Lorna mentally urged the two ships on. Go for the big one. 

Apparently, the move had also scrambled the enemy’s targeting. A feeble response of just seven missiles—fired by the surviving heavy cruiser—challenged the two attackers. 

They’re going to make it into energy range. Lorna sighed, knowing what was going to happen. Luna’s warships mounted gamma-ray lasers—grasers, for short—that were slightly more accurate and slightly longer ranged than the enemy’s x-ray lasers. They would have approximately ten seconds to savage the enemy with weapons against which there was no defense but armor—and even a battlecruiser’s armor could not withstand a concentrated barrage.

Then the attackers would come into range of the entire enemy formation. The laws of physics would not allow them to stop, to hold the range open. Given the enemy’s formation, every one of their surviving ships would have a clear shot. Werewolf had light armor; Orca had almost none. Neither ship would survive.

Just before reaching engagement range, the two LFS warships turned broadside to the enemy, bringing maximum firepower to bear. It also gave the enemy larger targets. The moment came and went, exactly as Lorna had imagined it would, leaving only five hostile icons on the screen. Werewolf and Orca were gone, but one of the enemy battlecruisers was missing as well.

“End of exercise,” Val advised. “All systems returning to command mode.” The lighting on the bridge came back up. Console displays also came up, with green icons and notations indicating normal operational status.

“Flag to all ships, stand down to Condition Green.” Admiral Tanaka’s voice came over the command channel. “Group command terminated, resume routine at captain’s discretion. Captains conference on alpha channel at sixteen hundred hours.”

Lorna winced. Tanaka’s firm, level tone had given no hint of her opinion of the group’s performance. They had lost the battle; no doubt Tanaka would have plenty to say at the conference. Lorna touched the icon for Valkyrie’s “All Hands” channel.

“This is the captain. Secure from battle stations, set Condition Green,” she ordered. “Section heads, resume routine operations. You may release off-duty personnel at your discretion.” 

She looked at the chronometer on her console—1130 hours. The tactical plot had been replaced on the main screen by the external camera display, showing the battle group lined up in the docking slips at Fleet Anchorage, where they’d been for the duration of the exercise. 

She sighed, shook her head, and keyed the channel again.

“Set the Anchor Watch. Officers Call at fourteen hundred in the wardroom.”

* * * * *
[image: ]


​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

[image: ]


​

8 July 2116

LFS Valkyrie, Lunar Fleet Anchorage

“Relax, Greenwood.” Jennifer Tanaka gave Lorna a stern look. “You did well. Your people did well. I thought I made that clear at the captain’s debrief.”

“You did, ma’am.” Lorna nodded. “I have noticed, however, that you rarely deliver criticism in public unless it applies to all personnel in attendance. I don’t believe my own performance was perfect, and I am anxious to hear any suggestions you have for improvement.”

“Fine.” Tanaka sat back in her chair. “Over the next few days, I was going to have a word or two with every captain in the group—mostly praise and encouragement, very little criticism—so I might as well start with you. Suggestions for improvement? Hmmm...

“Yes. I have a suggestion.” She pointed a finger at Lorna. “Stop second-guessing yourself! Especially, stop doing it in hindsight. The battle’s over; learn from it and get ready for the next one. Move on. Quit worrying about what might have been if you’d done something different.

“Lorna, your instincts are more than good. You are one of the most brilliant tacticians I’ve seen in action, and you’ve been in action often enough for me to know it’s not a fluke. To be honest, you’re better than I am at space warfare tactics—maybe better than anyone since your grandmother. If I believed in such things, I might suspect you of channeling her whenever you engage.”

“We still lost this one.” Lorna shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “In the end, they got through with a significant force. We failed in a critical defense of Luna.”

“It was five to one!” Tanaka scowled at her. “You got four of them.”

“We got three of them on my watch.” Lorna shook her head. “Credit the fourth one to Newkirk, with a move that—in a real battle—would come close to Guardian of Honor territory.”

The Guardian of Honor was the highest military decoration awarded by the Lunar Free State. It was only awarded posthumously, and only to those who knowingly sacrificed themselves for the greater good. Had the recent exercise been a real battle rather than a simulation, Commander Wayne Newkirk—Werewolf’s captain—and his crew might not have been eligible for the Guardian; there was a very small chance that some of them might have survived the suicidal charge that ended the encounter. 

“Close, but not quite.” Tanaka shook her head. “It was combat. They weren’t choosing to die; they were just trying to engage the enemy. It was the right thing to do, and Newkirk’s to be commended for it. He was the surviving SO, and he did the only thing that could possibly have made a difference. If we managed to get any relief forces in position before the enemy got within range of TransLuna, taking out that fourth battlecruiser might have saved the day.

“Yes, you lost.” She shrugged. “You were supposed to lose. We deliberately stacked the odds to make a win almost impossible.”

“You expected us to lose?” Lorna’s jaw dropped.

“Yes,” Tanaka admitted. “I was in on it from the beginning. I helped plan the entire exercise. That was no random shot that hit the flag bridge and took me out in the opening round. That was part of the plan.

“Every time we’ve gone into battle in the past two decades, we’ve had the superior force. We pride ourselves on our superior tactics, but it’s easy when you’ve got more and better ships than the other guy. At this moment, the Lunar fleet can easily defeat any opposing force in this corner of the galaxy, but that may not be true in the future. 

“We’ve got eight battlecruisers, each leading a battle group of twelve additional warships. Counting Outer System Guard and the Convoy Support Group, our current fleet includes approximately 160 warships. Other than replacements for ships lost or decommissioned, we’re not building any more of them; if we did, we wouldn’t be able to find qualified people to crew them. 

“The attack on TransLuna last year left a very large hole in our upper command ranks. If it hadn’t, I wouldn’t be wearing four stars, and you wouldn’t be in command of Valkyrie. We aren’t the only ones who’ve been asked to step up. The Marines are still recovering from the losses First Division took in the Bug War, and half the existing battlecruisers have got a new captain or flag officer—or both, in one case. 

“We’ve got a war going on. It’s a secret war, nobody wants to talk about it, but people have died, and ships have been destroyed. We’ve whipped the Confeds several times, and we can feel smug about that, but don’t think they haven’t learned from the experience. They’re building new ships, and those ships are bigger and better than anything they’ve built in the past. They’ve also got a reserve of people to draw on from all over Earth to command and crew those ships. Their core nations are reducing their own navies and retiring smaller, older, obsolete ships. That frees up experienced personnel for transfer to the Confed Navy. 

“They’ve consolidated their position on Earth and expanded as far as they can. The only place they can go is out into space, and we’re their biggest obstacle. I’m convinced they’ll be coming for us eventually, and I’m sure we haven’t seen everything they’ve got. Hence the exercise; we need to stay sharp and be ready for whatever they might throw at us.

“The opposing force you just faced was better than anything we’ve seen from them to date, in ship-for-ship quality, not just heavier weight of metal. Their weapons were better, their defenses were better, and their tactics were better. They didn’t make the kind of mistakes that let us beat the crap out of the Confeds in the past.”

“Yes, I noticed,” Lorna admitted. “Their defenses stopped a higher percentage of our missiles than the Confeds have ever done. Their missiles had better survivability against our defenses, their ECM was more effective. None of those were quite as good as ours, but they came close.

“As for their tactics, no, they didn’t make mistakes.” She favored Tanaka with a small smile. “That wasn’t as much of a factor since I never count on the enemy to make mistakes. If they do, I’ll jump on them with both feet, but I don’t hold my breath waiting for them to screw up.”

“They weren’t going to,” Tanaka insisted. “That’s another thing you didn’t know about the exercise. It wasn’t being run by Val, like we usually do for our group-level simulations. Val handled our side of it, but the opforce was being controlled by not one, but two other AIs—Sonja and Nadia.”

“Two of them?” Lorna’s jaw dropped. Sonja was the AI of LFS Sorceress, formerly the flagship of Fleet Admiral Amy Ling. Nadia was the AI of LFS Nike, flagship of Second Fleet’s commander, Vice Admiral Charles McGruder. “No wonder their defenses were so good—that’s one thing the Confeds have never been able to duplicate. AI management of the defensive net is one of our biggest advantages.”

“Yes, and hopefully it’s one we’ll keep. So far, nobody on Earth has come close to creating a true AI. For that matter, we couldn’t do it again if we didn’t already have them.”

Lorna nodded. In the turmoil of the early years of the Lunar Free State, the secret of AI creation had been lost—to everyone except the AIs themselves. Cybernetic technology had advanced to the point where any reasonably advanced nation could build the hardware to host an AI; the problem was the software—the actual “education” of the system to the point of self-awareness and further self-development. 

At present, the only way to accomplish that was to turn the project over to Luna’s existing AIs and let them bring the system to life. By tradition, that task had always been undertaken by the two original AI’s—Mike of Lunar Command and Terranova City and Val of Valkyrie, both of whom had been created before the secret was lost. The two of them had been willing to produce a new “child” whenever Lunar Command asked them to do so; they had refused, however, to tell anyone how it was done. Since they were considered living persons and citizens of the LFS, the Judge Advocate General had long since ruled that their refusal to reveal the secret was protected under the Lunar Constitution’s Right of Privacy.

“Well, now I don’t feel so bad.” Lorna sat back with a sigh. “You’re telling me it took two AIs and five battlecruisers to beat us.”

“Right! That’s the message you should take from this. Don’t relax yet, because our real enemies are getting stronger all the time, but you can take credit for a job well done. Get out there and tell your officers what I just told you.”

* * *
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“Good evening, Captain.” Moira Bouchard lifted her wine glass and greeted Lorna with a cheerful smile. Bouchard sat in her usual place at the end of the wardroom bar, stroking the ears of Dusty, the ship’s cat, who had claimed the bar as his regular duty station. 

“Priestess...” Lorna nodded to her. “Just the person I’ve been looking for.”

“Uh oh!” Bouchard raised an eyebrow. “That sounds ominous.”

“Really? Why?”

“When you call me ‘Major’ it’s usually a Marine thing, something simple like an assault on a well-defended position—kill bad guys and blow shit up. When you call me ‘Priestess,’ it’s more complicated. I never thought the chaplain’s billet would be so challenging.”

Major Moira Bouchard, CO of Valkyrie Company, LFSMC, was also the only Fleet-certified chaplain aboard the ship—an ordained priestess of the Goddess on planet Tatanna. She and Lorna had become close friends during the Bug War, a friendship they had to hold at arm’s length now that Lorna was Bouchard’s commanding officer.

“Nothing complicated this time,” Lorna assured her with a chuckle. “I was just hoping you could tell me—without violating anyone’s privacy rights—what the crew’s reaction has been to the recent exercise. Call it a quick morale check.”

“I wouldn’t call it that with the Marines.” Bouchard gave her a crooked grin. “You know the standard answer.”

“Yes, I do. I learned it from a certain Marine cadet who was my first-year roommate at the Academy. Somebody yells ‘morale check,’ and everybody responds with ‘we hate this fucking place.’ I hope that’s not what I’m going to hear.”

“You won’t. Everyone aboard this ship wears the Valkyrie patch with pride. As for the recent exercise... hmmm... there’s a lot of grumbling, but the general feeling seems to be that we gave better than we got; they’re just pissed because we didn’t get that last battlecruiser. I’ve heard a few comments about the deck being stacked against us. They’re saying if we’d been up against real Confed forces, we’d have blown them to hell and gone.

“My Marines are frustrated because they didn’t get a chance to show what they can do—can’t do damage control when the damage is only simulated, and you can’t conduct a boarding action on a simulated enemy ship. We didn’t get close enough for a boarding action anyway, but that’s the stuff of wet dreams where a warship’s Marines are concerned.”

“Good.” Lorna nodded in smug satisfaction. “That’s the response I was hoping for, Navy and Marines. Truth is, they all did their best. What’s more, I’m convinced they’re right; if we’d been up against a Confed force that size, we’d have taken them. We’d have gotten hurt, but we’d have wiped them out.

“I need you to do your chaplain thing. Pass the word, tell them they did a great job and their captain is damned proud of them. Tell them we’ll get the bastards next time.”

“Why don’t you tell them yourself?” Bouchard frowned. “Give them the word straight from the top.”

“I will. I already have, but that was a general address to everybody. I’m also passing the word among the officers, asking them to pass it down the chain, but most of the crew will take it as a typical pep talk—something officers are supposed to do to maintain morale. As the chaplain, you get more opportunities to go one-on-one with them, up close and personal with people who aren’t in your chain of command. I imagine the Marines look at you in a different light when you’re in priestess mode.”

“Yeah, they do.” She nodded. “I usually take off my rank tabs to let them know they’re talking to the chaplain, not their CO. If they don’t get the message, I just point to this...”

She pointed to the intricate floral tattoo that adorned her right cheek, the kari blossom, a symbol of the Goddess that was only worn by the priestesses of Tatanna. Body art was common among LFS military personnel, but everyone aboard Valkyrie knew what that particular decoration meant. 

“Right.” Lorna beamed at her. “That’s what I’m talking about. When you talk to them, the Goddess is smiling, and all is right with the world.”

* * *
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Lorna closed the report on her screen, leaned back in her chair, and looked around the cabin. She had been Valkyrie’s captain for more than a year, but she still felt guilty about the spacious luxury of her assigned quarters. Her sleeping compartment alone was twice the size of the entire captain’s cabin of her first command, the destroyer Lynx. The main compartment, which served as her office and casual relaxation space, was even larger.

It’s still smaller than Admiral Tanaka’s quarters, she thought. Maybe someday I’ll get to that level, but I’ve still got a ways to go in this job.

“Tell me something, Val.” She glanced up at the overhead with an amused smile. “How did it feel to take on two of your daughters in the simulation?”

“It was an interesting experience.” The AI’s voice seemed to surround her. “Humans often speak of children reaching a point where they think they know more than their parents. I believe I now have a better understanding of that issue.

“Sonja and Nadia have seen decades of service, and both have experience in battle. Sonja was Admiral Ling’s flagship in the New Eden campaign; Nadia was with Admiral McGruder in the Bug War at Tatanna. I, however, have been in service since the earliest days of the Lunar Free State. 

“I was your grandmother’s flagship when she ‘wrote the book’ on space warfare, as they say at Fleet Academy. I have fought the Mekota, the Otuka, the Silascaritans. I have encountered the Bugs during the probing forays. Unlike Sonja and Nadia, I have also dealt with the Confeds—the pattern on which the opposing force in this exercise was modeled—during their raid on the Sacagawea system. Of all my daughters, only Mida has fought them before, in the one-sided engagement at Ragnarok.

“I believe that I taught them that experience counts for something. In theory, they won the battle; but it was a Pyrrhic victory at best, proving that an enemy would need five times our strength to take us out.”

“You taught them that Momma knows best after all.” Lorna chuckled. Conventional wisdom said that AIs were not subject to anything resembling human emotion, but she detected a note of pride and smug satisfaction in Val’s voice. 

“Actually, we taught them—and Fleet—several lessons,” Val insisted. “My own experience was not the only factor. Much of our success came from the fine performance of the team Admiral Tanaka has built. I had no control over the final action by Werewolf and Orca, for example. Valkyrie was already out of action; everything from that point on was driven by Commander Newkirk’s orders.”

“Yeah, Wayne got it done.” Lorna nodded. “Werewolf didn’t let him down. Her predecessor didn’t let me down either at New Eden.”

The original Werewolf had been Lorna’s command when a Confed-sponsored mercenary force had tried to take out the LFS contingent in the Rothstein system. On that occasion, Lorna had led the badly outmatched defenders—including Newkirk’s command, the destroyer Timberwolf—to defeat the enemy. Her ships had been so badly damaged in the encounter that all three of them had been decommissioned. Lorna had moved on to Valkyrie; Newkirk had been given command of the brand-new light cruiser that inherited Werewolf’s name and battle honors.

“You might consider that your example on that occasion might have been an inspiration for his performance this time,” Val said, with the same note of smug satisfaction.

“I wish people wouldn’t keep holding me up as a role model.” Lorna gritted her teeth. “Frankly, it scares the hell out of me. My grandmother was a role model, but I’m not her. I’ve tried to make the best of a series of bad situations, and so far, I’ve been lucky.”

“I believe in probability.” There was a hint of annoyance in Val’s voice. “I don’t believe in luck. You have gotten through those ‘bad situations’ through skill, courage, and determination. People—including myself—consider you a role model because you have proven worthy of the title. With all due respect, young lady—Commodore—you should learn to deal with it.”

* * *
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17 July 2116

LFS Valkyrie, Lunar Fleet Anchorage

“I really hate to do this.” Jennifer Tanaka grimaced. “I’ve worked very hard to build this team, but I can’t be without a flagship for three months. I’m transferring my flag to Nike. McGruder will be coming here, and that means Valkyrie will be going over to Second Fleet.”

“Uh...” Lorna’s jaw dropped. She sat in stunned silence for a moment, trying to process the implications. She had known that Valkyrie was going into the yards for a major rebuild and upgrade, but she had assumed Tanaka would simply move her flag temporarily to one of the heavy cruisers. 

I should have known better, she thought. That might work for a rear admiral commanding a single battle group, but not for the C-in-C of the fleet. She shook herself and asked the first question that popped into her head.

“Just Valkyrie, or are you transferring the entire group?”

“The entire group.” Tanaka nodded. “That’s the least disruptive option. You people have trained together, been in combat together, and—as the recent exercise proved—you are a finely tuned instrument of battle. I hope Mac has done as well with Nike’s group, and I also hope he appreciates the gift I’m giving him. He’ll have to wait until his new flagship comes back online, but better him than me. He deserves a break, anyway. He can turn Second Fleet over to Simms and take some leave time.

“For that matter...” She pointed a finger at Lorna. “You can take a break as well. Go be a duchess for a while, spend some time at that palace of yours on Copper Hills.”

“I was... considering that, ma’am.” Lorna rolled her eyes. “The yard dogs are going to kick us off the ship for ninety days. I thought about taking leave time and catching a ride on a diplomatic courier.”

The “palace” in question was the estate she had inherited from her grandmother, along with a title of nobility among the Akara on their homeworld, the planet known as Copper Hills. Under their law, she was the ruler of a sparsely populated mountain region; in practice, her authority had been delegated to an Akara regent while she pursued her career as a Lunar Fleet officer. Nonetheless, whenever she was in residence, her reptilian subjects treated her with the respect due her noble station. Tanaka had seen the place three years earlier when Valkyrie had visited Copper Hills on a diplomatic mission.

“You should do that.” Tanaka nodded. “Like you said, Valkyrie will be down for a while. They’ll keep some of your engineering and support people aboard, but they’ll report to the rebuild team commander for the duration. I’ll give you a sign-off for excess leave time if you want it.”

“Maybe.” Lorna’s brow wrinkled in thought. She had plenty of leave time accrued, but regulations required special permission for leave in excess of thirty days at a time. “Let me think about it. Given the round-trip travel time, I’d hoped to take sixty days. If I can catch an e-boat both ways, that’ll give me almost two weeks on Copper Hills. We’re putting Valkyrie into the yards next week, ten days before the rebuild starts, but I’ve got to think about what the shift to Second Fleet is going to involve.”

“Well, that’s the point.” Tanaka waved a hand in dismissal. “Mac and I are just trading places. The battle group swap is intended to minimize headaches for everybody else. You might want to talk to him about it but give him a day or two to get over the shock. I just told him about it an hour ago. You’re only the second one to hear—haven’t told my staff yet—so consider it confidential. We’ll break the news to the group captains at the regular command conference on Friday.”

“Understood, ma’am.” Lorna hesitated for a moment. “For the record, it’s been an honor and privilege to serve with you.”

“Don’t write me off that quickly.” Tanaka grinned at her. “You might find yourself reporting to me again—like when you earn that second star.”

* * * * *​
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17 July 2116

Little Kilder Marine Base, Planet Tatanna, Sacagawea System

“Come in, Colonel.” Nova Sakura returned the salute. “Welcome aboard. Have a seat.”

First time I’ve had a light colonel salute me, she thought. Comes with the territory, I guess. For some reason, the silver eagles on her collar felt a lot heavier than the oak leaves she’d been wearing a few days earlier. 

“Thank you, ma’am.” Lieutenant Colonel George Purdue took the indicated chair in front of Nova’s desk. “I’ll try to get up to speed quickly; I imagine you’re in a hurry to be on your way.”

“Not really.” She gave him a wry smile. “I’ve gotten rather fond of this place. It’s a nice planet with some pretty nice people.”

“I’m afraid I don’t quite see it that way,” Purdue said with a scowl. “I was with Second Division in 2112, slugging it out with the Bugs on this backwater planet. We lost a lot of people to liberate these primitives, and I don’t recall any of them lifting a finger to help us.”

Nova blinked in surprise but tried to keep her expression neutral. A lot of Marines had bad experiences during the war; she’d never heard any of them express resentment or contempt for the native population.

“I see.” She struggled to keep her voice level. “I was here as well—with First Division. We lost a lot of people when the Bugs set off their doomsday bomb up north. That was then. This is now. The Bugs are gone; the war’s over.

“I’m curious, though.” She sat up and regarded him with a stern expression. “What exactly did you expect the Tatannans to do? They were armed with swords and farm implements. The Bugs were armored and carried plasma rifles. For the past hundred years or so, the Bugs suppressed all advancement of their society, specifically to keep them from developing anything that would threaten Bug rule. If they resisted in any way, some village would get wiped off the map with a kinetic strike. That was the whole point of the war. We had to come and liberate them because they couldn’t do it themselves.”

“I suppose so.” Purdue grimaced. “I just wonder whether it was worth it. These people have nothing to offer us, and their society’s back in the Middle Ages.”

“Colonel, you are here to relieve me and take over this operation so that I can move on to my next assignment.” Nova’s eyes narrowed as she pointed a finger at him. “The mission has not changed. This unit exists to assist our diplomatic team in support of the planet’s current government—the monarchy of King Arne. It may not be your idea of a modern society, but if we weren’t here, the Confeds would step in and ‘reform’ it into a socialist nanny state in which the average citizen can’t take a crap without permission from the bureaucracy that’s actually running the show.

“For your information, I’ve spent more time on this planet than any other Marine. I was with Lewis and Clark in ‘04 when we discovered the human civilization. I was with the covert ops team that made contact with the locals and planned the operation to kick the Bugs out. I was here during the war, fighting to get it done, and I’ve been here for the last two years running this support operation.

“I know the people, I speak their language, and I believe in the mission. If you’re not ready to step up and make it your mission, I’m sure Fleet can find somebody else with a more positive attitude for the job.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” Purdue stammered, his face turning noticeably red. “I didn’t mean to imply I wasn’t willing to carry out the mission. I’ve just got some bad memories that won’t go away. My company got badly chewed up in the final Bug offensive before the Navy dropped kinetics on that last hive of theirs. We were defending a mine site the locals had abandoned long before. The Bugs tunneled under us and hit us from behind. When it was over, we had fifteen people left out of the hundred we started with.

“I built that company from scratch. I knew every name, which ones were married, and how many kids they had. The war ended, and I had to write letters to next of kin for all those people. Like I said... bad memories.”

Purdue shook his head and looked down at his hands. Nova sat back in her chair with a sigh.

“I’m sorry, too, Colonel. I didn’t mean to give you a lecture. I guess I’ve got some bad memories, too.

“When the war started, my old covert ops unit stayed in King’s City, attached to the ambassador’s staff. I got pulled away and put on First Division’s HQ staff and then got sent to this place—though it wasn’t much of a base back then—with a quick response force to cover the city. When the Bugs popped out of tunnels inside the city walls, we dropped in to defend the castle.

“They were going for the king—no question about that. Maybe they figured if they killed Arne and his family, it would have the same effect on us as killing their queen would have on them. They came on with a few hundred Bugs, and we only had a single platoon to stop them. They got past us and made it to the castle, then Fleet located that last Bug hive. They sent me there to evacuate a local farm clan—about forty people—who were living right on top of the hive. I got them out of there as quickly as I could, knowing that Marines were dying with every minute we delayed the strike. 

“We were barely clear of the area when Navy lit the place up with a level five kinetic. A few seconds later, every Bug on the planet committed suicide. We didn’t know that was going to happen; we just knew that hive was the source of the Bugs attacking the city. 

“Those forty people we saved lost everything. That farmstead had been their home for generations; now it’s a big crater west of the city. My platoon took losses in the city, but my old unit in the castle got the worst of it. Only two of the twelve Marines survived. Like yours, they were people I’d worked up from scratch who’d been with me for years.

“I guess the difference between your response and mine was that I’d been on the planet for all those years. I’d gotten to know the people, and I’d seen how the Bugs oppressed them. I didn’t blame the planet or the people; I blamed the Bugs. I hope when you get to know the locals, you’ll feel the same way.”

* * *
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Village of Talmar, North Coast Province, Planet Tatanna

“Is this your first time outside the city?” Liri Diranu leaned back in her chair with a sultry smirk.

“Yes. A most uncomfortable trip.” Pierre Fouchet glared across the table at the two women. “Almost a full day of eating dust and being bounced around in that primitive carriage.”

“Hah! Be thankful for that.” Francine “Frankie” Goulet gave a snort. “You chartered a luxury coach—the most comfortable transportation on the planet—and traveled on the King’s Coast Road, one of the best-maintained highways. We rode here on kilderback over roads that were nothing more than dirt tracks in the forest.”

Conversation paused as the tavern’s serving girl arrived with a decanter of wine and a tray of dried fruits and sugar-coated pastries. Diranu paid her with a small copper coin and waved off her attempt to give change. The girl retreated with a smile and words of thanks; copper was a precious metal on Tatanna, the equivalent of gold on Earth.

“Duke North Coast pays you well, I see.” Fouchet raised an eyebrow. “Oh... I forgot. I’m not supposed to mention him.”

“You are not supposed to mention him in the King’s City.” Diranu shrugged. “Here, it makes no difference. You are in North Coast’s province—his territory in case you didn’t know.”

“Oh...” Fouchet blinked. “I didn’t realize...”

“Over a year on the planet, and you still haven’t got the political geography figured out?” Goulet shook her head in disgust. “All right, you called this meeting. What do you want?”

“I asked you to come to the city. You insisted on meeting here. Fine.” He held up a hand to forestall a biting comment. “I understand. The duke’s agents are not welcome in the city. I asked for the meeting to advise you—and the duke—of developments that may be of interest. For one thing, the trade mission has made considerable progress. I’ve brought you a catalog of goods the Moonies have approved for sale on the planet. If His Lordship is interested in obtaining any of these, we can offer special pricing for... friends of the CNE.”

“The CNE?” Goulet accepted the offered catalog and passed it to Diranu. “Oh, that’s right—the Confederacy has a new name. I’m still used to thinking of them as the CON, the people who don’t pay their agents.”

Goulet had been dropped on the planet as part of a covert operation conducted by the Confederacy of Nations. The team’s mission was to contact Asral T’Corsa, Duke North Coast, who was reputed to be opposed to the rule of King Arne and the Crown’s alliance with the Lunar Free State. Once in place, they were supposed to incite T’Corsa into active rebellion. The duke, however, proved difficult to deal with; he threw the team’s leader off the tower of his castle. Goulet, in the interest of survival, had sworn allegiance to North Coast and convinced T’Corsa that she could be useful to his cause.

Diranu, one of the duke’s agents, had been charged to indoctrinate Goulet in the duke’s service. The two had become friends and had worked as a team ever since. Having convinced T’Corsa that it was in his interest to deal with the Confeds—on his own terms—they had made contact with the Confederacy’s Trade Mission in the King’s City, of which Fouchet was the head.

“What is this... CNE?” Diranu’s brow wrinkled in puzzlement. 

“The Confederacy of Nations has changed its name.” Goulet snorted. “They now call themselves the Confederated Nations of Earth... trying to make people believe they speak for all the nations of Earth. Everybody still calls them Confeds, though.

“Last time I heard, the British Commonwealth—including Australia and my native Canada—had not signed on.” She stuck out her tongue at Fouchet. “Neither had the Americans, Japanese, or Koreans. There’s also a large part of Africa—mostly fundamentalist Islamics—that doesn’t belong. The same is true of Indonesia and other nations in Southeast Asia. Your CNE is missing a big chunk of the Earth it claims to represent, and then there’s the Moonies...”

“They’re not on Earth.” Fouchet’s face reddened. “They don’t count.”

“Obviously, they do,” Diranu retorted. “Otherwise, you would not be trying to upset their influence. So, what are we to do with this ‘trade catalog’ of yours? You have it printed in our language, but whoever translated it did a very poor job. I see many things that might interest a common person—a tradesman, a farmer, a skilled craftsman. Nothing that a duke might want to have.”

“Well... my point is that the duke might want to purchase these things in quantity, to resell for profit.”

“The duke is not a merchant. He would be insulted by such a suggestion.”

“I don’t mean he would sell them personally.” Fouchet glared at her. “He would be the distributor. The merchants would buy from him to sell to the public.”

“That’s not the way it works here.” Goulet shook her head. “There are no middlemen. Goods go from the producer to the merchant retailer. What you are suggesting might be useful, however, if your bulk pricing is low enough. Liri and I will discuss it with the duke. What else have you got?”

Fouchet gritted his teeth. His mission had made progress—the CNE had sent him two assistants and had approved funds for physical expansion of his efforts. They did not expect him to make a profit, which was fortunate since the Moonies would not let him bring in anything of high value to the locals—like copper—and would not allow him to trade in anything but local Tatannan currency. The purpose of his mission was simply to establish a CNE presence and get the locals to accept and value products made by CNE nations.

They wouldn’t have cared if he had given the products away, but he had enough business sense to know that wasn’t a good idea. People didn’t attach value to things they got for free; his challenge was to put a high enough price on them to make them desirable, but not so high as to discourage sales. He had hoped that Goulet and Diranu—and Duke North Coast—would be impressed, but it appeared they were not.

“Nothing at the moment,” he admitted with a frown. “We’re still working on ways to get contraband past Moonie customs. Since the last incident—which cost the CNE a freighter and its entire cargo—they have been watching every ship that comes here like hawks. We can’t land anything except at the spaceport, and their customs people down there are tough.”

“I told you.” Goulet shrugged. “Hire the Otuka to do it for you. They are accomplished smugglers. They are the ones who landed my team.”

“You’re lucky they didn’t eat you.” Fouchet snorted. The Otuka were a race of voracious carnivores who considered human flesh a delicacy, until the Lunar fleet trashed them and took away their human-hunting grounds on New Eden almost four decades earlier. Since then, they’d found profit in dealing with humans of both Earth and Luna, usually in shady ventures involving espionage or smuggling. They had delivered the original Moonie covert ops team to Tatanna while the Bugs had the planet.

“Just remember, we need to know what’s coming and when,” Goulet cautioned. “You also need to maintain better operational security. That last operation may have cost you a freighter and cargo, but it also cost Duke North Coast a couple of his men who ended up in the Crown’s hands. He wouldn’t be dealing with you at all were it not for that large gift of copper you provided. You’ll need to do better next time.”

* * *
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“Fouchet is such a dickhead,” Goulet grumbled as the two women rode north. It would take more than a day to reach House Corsa; they would camp in the wilderness tonight. 

“Hmmm... dickhead.” Diranu laughed. “Another of your interesting English word combinations. It produces an immediate picture in my mind. Most appropriate, though.”

“All the same, he has a point.” The admission produced a sour look on Goulet’s face. “The geography and transportation situation make for inefficient distribution of goods. Imagine there are ten products made by ten different artisans all over the country, products that three different merchants in North Coast would want to sell to the public.

“Those three merchants would each have to make ten trips to the artisans to buy those products, bring them home, and sell them. Otherwise, they’d have to hope a travelling merchant happened to stop at one or more of those places and then traveled to North Coast to sell them. If so, they could buy them without traveling, but they’d pay a higher price to the seller to cover his travel cost. They couldn’t rely on the supply, because the traveler might not have what they want, or might choose to go somewhere else and sell it.”

“True.” Diranu shrugged. “It happens all the time. That’s why it is sometimes difficult to get things you want when you want them. Sometimes, you wait a long time. Sometimes, you just do without.”

“Aha!” Goulet waved a finger in the air. “Suppose, however, that you could get all ten products from one source—the Confed Trade Mission. Suppose further that the duke—or his chosen minion—could go there and buy the products at a lower price and in larger quantities than a single merchant could afford, transport them back to North Coast, and sell them to the merchants more cheaply than they could buy them from the traveling merchants. 

“Travel cost would be less per item because of the quantity involved. Supply would be more reliable. The merchants would be happy, and the duke would make a profit without ever personally soiling his hands in commerce. In addition, if the Confeds succeed in smuggling their ‘contraband goods,’ the arrangement would provide cover for transporting them to North Coast. As with most contraband, these might be things the duke’s people could sell for a much higher price than ordinary goods.”

“I am amazed.” Diranu smiled at her. “For one who claims to care little for money and profit, you seem to know a lot about the subject. Maybe you should be the one to run this operation for His Lordship.”

“Oh, hell no!” Goulet shivered. “I know enough about basic economics to figure this out, but I’d go crazy if I had to run a business like that. I’d rather be out chasing adventure, playing the secret agent... even if it means allowing this infernal beast to inflict saddle sores on my tender bottom.”

She reached down to slap the rear of her kilder. As usual, the thick-skinned creature ignored it. 

* * *
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22 July 2116

LFS Embassy, King’s City, Tatanna

“I’ll be sorry to see you go, Colonel.” Ambassador Harold Wilkerson shook his head. “You’re the last of the Crown’s favorites left on the planet. Major Bouchard, Commander Greenwood...”

“We’ve all moved on.” Nova shrugged. “Greenwood’s a commodore, and it wouldn’t surprise me to find Bouchard’s a light colonel by the time I get back. Between the Bug War and the terror attack on TransLuna, Fleet’s got a lot of vacancies in the upper ranks, both Navy and Marine. For that matter, Diplomatic Corps is scrambling to fill upper-level posts. Congratulations on your promotion, by the way.”

“Oh... right.” Wilkerson glanced self-consciously at the four rings of a full commander on his sleeve. Diplomatic Corps uniforms were somewhat less military in style than their Navy equivalents, but DC still used naval rank designations. “I think Lunar Command was a bit embarrassed to have a mere lieutenant commander representing us in an important post like this. I assume that means someone is happy with the job I’ve done so far, and I’ll be staying for a while, but you got a promotion as well. Have they told you what your new assignment will be?”

“Not specifically.” Nova shook her head. “Hopefully not a staff assignment, but all I know at the moment is that I’m reporting to the Commanding Officer, First Division—Lieutenant General Petroklos—aboard Omaha Beach. First Division was nearly wiped out when the Bugs set off that nuke up north. I was attached to General Sherwood’s staff when we landed, and I was the lucky one he picked to go south to cover King’s City. Sherwood and the rest of his staff got caught in the blast.

“It looks like they’re trying to put the division back together, but the Corps lost a couple of general officers in the TransLuna attack. Petroklos retired six years ago; since then, he’s written a couple of books and held a guest lecturer spot at Fleet Academy. Somebody must have convinced him to come out of retirement. I suspect the same somebody decided I had too soft an assignment. They gave me these eagles.” She waved a hand at her collar insignia. “I guess they expect me to actually earn them.

“Anyway, I just stopped by to say farewell. I’ve spent a tenday convincing Colonel Purdue that his primary mission is to support you on the diplomatic side and Major Lyman’s port of entry operation. Unfortunately, though he’s been here during the war, he doesn’t have much experience with Tatannan society and customs. I recommended he take a crash course in the language, but you may have to help him along with the social aspects.”

“Hah!” Wilkerson barked a laugh. “When I got here a couple of years ago, I was the clueless one—had to rely on you and your Marines to educate me. Now, I’m supposed to do the same for him. That’s a challenge—especially since all of you ‘old hands’ have left the scene. I’ll do my best.”

“All I ask is that you cut him some slack while he’s getting up to speed—the way we ‘old hands’ did for you.” Nova chuckled. “Speaking of leaving the scene, though, I have to head for the spaceport. I want to drop in on Lyman and say goodbye before I catch my ride up to orbit. The courier boat is departing for Luna at 1800 hours; if I miss it, I’ll have to wait another week and catch a ride on a Navy ship.”

* * * * *
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Chapter Three
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20 August 2116

LFS Embassy, Planet Copper Hills, Alpha Akara System

“Commodore!” Helena Benson got up from her chair with a smile of welcome. “It’s good to see you again.”

“Please, Helena, let’s skip the ranks.” Lorna returned the smile. “Besides, I’m going to shed this uniform for the next three weeks. I’m on leave.”

“Well, gosh... then I should be calling you Heart of White Peaks,” Benson’s smile turned into a crooked grin. “I assume you’re going up to your estate, away from these steaming jungle lowlands.”

“Soon,” Lorna assured her, “but I learned years ago that anytime I set foot on this planet, I need to notify the LFS Ambassador—that would be you—and Heart of Copper Hills, to avoid any diplomatic awkwardness over my crazy split personality.

“I’ve already paid my respects to His Majesty—not personally; he’s meeting with his counselors today, but I left word with his staff. My people at White Peaks are sending a flyer to pick me up, but it won’t be here for a few hours. I have no idea what your schedule is like, but I was hoping you might be free for lunch.”

“Sure, I can do lunch.” Benson glanced at the chrono on her desk. “I have a tight schedule today. It will have to be the embassy dining room, but you’ve just given me an excuse to get out of this office for an hour.”

* * *
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Benson gave the Akara server the proper gesture of appreciative dismissal, the equivalent of “thank you for your efforts” in Lizard body language.

“Looks like you’ve really settled in,” Lorna observed. “For somebody who’d never seen a Lizard before we brought you here, you’ve come a long way.”

“You know, I haven’t thought much about it.” Benson’s brow wrinkled. “You’re right, though. I’ve gotten comfortable. I appreciate all you did to tutor me on the way out, and it helped that Admiral Stokes was able to stay on for an extra month to help me through the transition. Before he left, he also got me started with an Akara language teacher and social coach, an old friend of his who’d retired from the Akara diplomatic service years ago.”

“Makes sense.” Lorna chuckled. “The best way to learn about Lizard customs is from a Lizard. That’s how I learned as a kid, growing up on granny’s estate. On that subject, I’d like to invite you to come up to Valhalla for a few days—however much time you can spare. This would be strictly vacation, no diplomacy, no embassy business. I won’t complain if you write it off as a courtesy call on Heart of White Peaks, but I’m planning to relax up there, and I hope you will, too.”

“I don’t know...” Benson nibbled on her lower lip. “Seems like something comes up every day that needs my attention.”

“Tell your staff to put everything on hold for a few days. If a real emergency comes up, they’ll know how to reach you. My private flyer’s the Akara equivalent of a Marine Firefly; we can have you back down here in a couple of hours, if necessary.”

“You’re right. I need a break.” Benson nodded. “Give me a day or two to clear the schedule, and I’ll give you a call. I’ll take your suggestion and use the ‘White Peaks courtesy call’ as an excuse—I can use the Embassy’s flier to get me up there and won’t have to rely on you for transportation.”

* * *
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23 August 2116

Valhalla, White Peaks Province, Planet Copper Hills

“This place is amazing.” Benson waved at their surroundings. “Your grandmother knew how to project authority, that’s for sure. It’s incredibly comfortable and homey, but there’s also an aura of power.”

The two of them were sitting in the great hall of Valhalla, Lorna’s estate in White Peaks province. A well-laid fire crackled in the huge fireplace, providing a comforting defense against the cool evening air—or the appearance of a defense; the building was equipped with modern climate controls and would remain warm through the coldest winter storm. 

“Granny always said she had very little to do with the design,” Lorna insisted. “Mostly, she made sure the place had basic human amenities. Beyond that, she told the Akara to do whatever they thought would be appropriate for a person of her noble stature. This is what they came up with.”

Akara servants had just finished clearing the remains of the evening meal. Lorna preferred the relaxed atmosphere of the hall rather than the formal dining room; she and Benson were enjoying casual conversation over coffee. 

“That’s one of her hunting trophies.” Lorna pointed to the massive head of a local predator humans called a near-dragon, displayed in all its sharp-fanged glory over the mantle. “Believe it or not, she took that with a bow and arrow back before I was born. Regent tells me that was the origin of archery hunting as a sport on this planet.”

As she spoke, Regent came into the hall and approached them. The Akara were long-lived by human standards; Lorna’s current surrogate was the same one that had served her grandmother from the earliest days of the estate more than half a century ago. The Akara did not have names, describing themselves by titles that defined their place in society. 

As always, Regent approached with great deference and said nothing, merely bowing and offering her the hilt of the ornamental blade he wore on his belt. The “inferior salute” was intended to indicate that he was hers to command. Without hesitation, she responded with the wave of the hand—her left hand, which was the dominant hand for the Lizards—known as the “superior salute” to acknowledge his presence. 

That was his cue to speak. Like all of the Akara in her service, he wore an AHSI device clipped to his tunic, a
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1 September 2116

LFS Omaha Beach, Lunar Fleet Anchorage
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