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PART ONE


ONE
KINNIT'S NEW ASSIGNMENT


Kinnit the Kobold stood tall, a tiny, proud smile pressing itself onto her face in spite of her efforts to suppress it. She was on her way to check in for her new assignment.

The lift she rode glowed with soft, comforting light, making a pulsing hum as it carried her through the superstructure of the ISS Swordheart, pride of the Imperial Navy.

She shifted from foot to foot in excitement, but forced herself to stop: she was an Assistant of the Imperial Navy, not some fresh-faced goob from the back end of the galaxy. She would be calm, professional, dignified. Not vibrating like an arc over reactor coils.

The journey here had been long: from the forests of her home planet of Takkar, to the Naval Academy, to the outer reaches of space. She'd first been assigned to Captain Hawkins, and now after only one year in service, she was being assigned to the highest post an Assistant could dream of.

The heart of the Ninth Fleet, the sharp Spear of the Imperium, reporting directly to the office of the great Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist, hero of Arcturus, sword arm of the Emperor.

It was all she could do to keep from hyperventilating.

The lift slowed, and with a gentle "ding" the doors slid open. She stepped out into the steel hallway. People of every species bustled by, brisk and professional, each one carrying out their own important errand. The hall was broad, clean, and well-lit. The conduits, though still visible, were tidy, well-organized, and tucked up near the ceiling out of the way. The cool, dry air smelled faintly of machine oil, as it did on all ships.

She strode forward, arms swinging, heart swelling with pride. Though she only came chest-high to most others, she walked with the confidence of a giant Jovian.

This was it. Here, now, she would unlock her people, free them from isolation on their planet. Soon the Kobolds would be free to explore the galaxy alongside all the great species of the Imperium.

She fingered the slim golden collar bound to her throat. As one of the Subject Species of the Imperium, she was required to wear the collar fused to her flesh, to keep her out of sensitive areas. Every Subject Species that wanted to explore off their planet had one. The collars--and the complications of summoning one of those creepy Cryptographers any time access was needed--kept the Subject Species off the most interesting ships and planets.

She felt it was her great honor and a mark of pride in her quality work to be so trusted. And if she proved herself--proved her species worthy, all her kind could roam the galaxy without collars, Cryptographers, or constraints.

She came to an imposing door. Her smile dimmed with awe as she stood before it, the crowd absently parting around her as it swept by. It wasn't ornate or ominous or distinct; it looked like every other door in the hallway, but it loomed because of all it represented. Her new life, her people, and her success.

Finally, finally, she would be good enough.

Her heart beat double time, giving lie to her stilled features. A grin forced its way back onto her face as pulled out her scanner and held it in front of the door. It bleeped, and displayed a brief message.

Adm. Grimthorn Stonefist, Office

She nearly cackled. Such modesty was almost insulting, coming from the greatest military mind to ever grace the galaxy.

She reached out and touched the panel switch, her stomach flip-flopping as she prepared to meet her hero.

The door hissed open. She stepped inside, more rigidly awkward than she wanted, but her knees weren't taking orders from her hyperactive brain.

And she entered her future.

The office was spacious. There was a file bank against one wall and a kitchenette against the other. A small conference table sat to one side. Behind the desk, a grand portal showed the stars. Not a real portal, naturally. It would be ridiculously dangerous to punch a hole in the side of a ship just to look through. It was a crystal projector that showed a perfect rendition of what was outside.

The Admiral's desk was wide enough for three people to use. It had the requisite console, and was covered with untidy piles of slips: an old form of data storage where letters were imprinted on thin sheets of plastic.

The Admiral himself sat behind his desk. Even through the stars crowding her eyes, the first impression that she had of him was that he looked so tired; not just sleepy, but crushed in spirit, weary of his very existence.

He also looked older than all the holos she'd ever seen of him. That made sense, most of the promos used images of him from right after he'd saved Arcturus. He'd have been in his twenties then. Now he was in his forties, and he wore the years heavily. The scars on his face were both fainter and more numerous than she'd expected after seeing so many of his pictures.

And yet! Commander of the Ninth Fleet! The brain of the ISS Swordheart!

She snapped a salute so crisp she nearly sprained her wrist and opened her mouth to report for duty.

"Refugee intake is on level four," he said, barely looking up. "Take the lift down the hall, someone there will help you."

She froze with her mouth open. Refugee?! She looked down at her crisp, new, powder-blue uniform with the gold piping. She'd spent three days making sure she was perfectly squared away. She'd even polished her horns! Refugee?!

She re-saluted and tried again.

"N-no, sir, I'm--"

He looked up and his brow creased.

"Wait, you shouldn't be able to get in here," he said. "How did you get in here?"

"Sir, I've been assigned--"

"Maybe a defective collar? I'll contact a Cryptographer, fix that up."

"SIR, I'M YOUR NEW ASSISTANT!" she yelled. Breathing heavily, she re-saluted shakily. "Kinnit, Naval Assistant, First Class, reporting for duty. Sir."

His brows drew down, and his face hardened.

"Excuse me?"

She tried to regain her equanimity with limited success. Her voice wavered and she was already sweating.

This was not going as she'd hoped.

"I'm Kinnit, sir? I've been assigned to you as your new Assistant, sir?"

He stood slowly, his face set. In spite of his thicker middle and thinner hair, he was still toweringly tall, with broad shoulders and a poised bearing. He walked over to her with the confident grace of a lifelong military man.

She rigidly held her salute as he circled her once with measured deliberation, staring down at her with a piercing gaze that was far from friendly. He stopped in front of her.

"What are you?"

"S-sir?"

"Species. What species are you? Some kind of lizardman or goblin or something?"

She bristled.

"K-Kobold, sir! Subject Species A4N2, designated parva sapiens."

He straightened.

"And you've been... cleared for this duty?"

Kinnit stiffened. That hadn't been quite as insulting as being called a refugee or a lizardman. Her face stilled as she answered.

"I have graduated from the Naval Academy with honors and passed a full mental, psychological, and social evaluation. I've undergone a Level 7 security review, and I'm authorized to access classified information through Diamond classification. If you review my files, I'm sure you will find all the relevant details. Sir."

"Hm. And your Naval Academy application--"

"Was accepted purely on merit, sir, without any consideration of my species."

He raised an eyebrow.

"And you're running close to insubordination already. Where are your orders?"

She fished her scanner out of her pocket, blipped up her orders and held them out to him, still holding her salute. He took her scanner and looked through the documentation.

"At ease," he said as he read. She dropped the salute and clasped her hands behind her, but did not relax a single micron. He wandered back to his desk, his eyes riveted to the scanner.

At long last, he sank into his chair. Weariness of spirit pressed him down until he looked twice his age. He slammed a fist onto his desk.

"The orders are valid," he growled. "Typical CenCom fubar," he muttered. "I asked for an Assistant, not a Subject Species pity-hire. I need help, not another project to work on."

Kinnit stared diligently into the distance. Admiral Stonefist stood and paced with restless energy as he thought.

"Very well," he said. "You're an Assistant, right? Can you take dictation? You know how to read and write?"

"Yes, sir, I'm quite capable of taking dictation," she said coldly.

"Take a message for Commander Ordren at Central Command."

Kinnit glanced around. The only console was on Admiral Grimthorn's desk, and he still had her scanner. She stepped around his desk and pulled up a new message, addressing it appropriately.

"Ready, sir."

He faced the portal and gazed into the depths of the stars as he spoke.

"Subject: Assistant. Message: Commander, with all due respect, whiskey tango foxtrot? What is this garbage CenCom saddled me with? Please perform a rectal craniectomy post-haste and send me a qualified Assistant. Stop with the stupid games. Kindest regards, take a walk naked out an airlock, etc."

Kinnit's eyes filled with tears as her spirit was crushed. Her fingers flew across the keypad in time with his speaking. She kept her face firm and refused to let any tears fall.

"Did you get all that?"

"Yes, sir."

"Read it back."

"Dear Commander Ordren," she read stiffly, "I hope this correspondence finds you well. I would like to raise a concern about the recent Assistant assignment. I feel that Central Command's selection was not fully considered. I would like to request a review of your selection with an eye toward replacement. Kindest regards, Grimthorn Stonefist, Admiral, Ninth Fleet."

Admiral Grimthorn glared at her. She stared levelly back at him.

"I took the liberty of adjusting the tone of the correspondence," she said.

Admiral Grimthorn held her gaze for a long moment, then unexpectedly burst into laughter.

"If I sent that, I'd catch a psychiatric discharge," he said, wiping tears from his eyes. "If anybody even believed I wrote it." He sat back in his chair.

She didn't respond, only stood ramrod-straight.

"But that shows good instincts. Protecting your officer from himself."

He looked at her.

"Delete that message."

"Yes, sir."

She swiped the message away and stepped back from the console.

Admiral Grimthorn picked up her scanner and started going through her transfer order. His eyebrows rose.

"You served under Captain Hawkins?" he asked.

"Yes sir. He recommended me for this commission."

Admiral Grimthorn stared at her for a long minute, his expression unreadable.

"Did he, now?"

"Yes, sir."

"Well, isn't that just like him?"

He stared at her.

"Why are you here?" he asked.

"Sir, I was assigned to your office by Central Comm--"

"No, no, I mean why are you doing this? Why join the Navy? Why leave your planet? Why not just stay home and enjoy life? Skip all this bureaucratic nonsense?"

"Respectfully, sir, I don't think you'd understand."

"Try me. Speak freely."

She paused, debating. But even if she was woefully underqualified, even if she was thrown out of the Navy by her own hero, she at least had to be honest.

"Before Imperial contact, when I was growing up," she started slowly, "I used to stare at the night sky. I could name every constellation, every planet and star. I loved the thought of traveling among them. I loved stories of hopping the galaxy."

Kinnit took a deep breath.

"But it was a fantasy. We couldn't even reach our own moon, much less the stars. And when the famine came, we started to starve. I was the youngest adult, and I was the only one of my Clamber still alive when the Imperium came."

Her stance softened, and her eyes shone.

"It was magical," she said. She closed her eyes against the tears. "All I had ever dreamed of, all I'd ever imagined beyond hope walked out to us under a diplomatic banner. And it has been everything I have ever wanted. Every minute. Even this one."

She opened her eyes and looked at him.

"All I want--all I have in life is the Imperium. Labor, Honor, Gloria. Work, Honor, and Glory."

She saluted fiercely.

"All hail the Imperium," she said.

He looked at her with that black-hole-heavy weariness of spirit. He waved a half-hearted salute back at her.

"All hail," he said.

He sighed.

"You remind me of someone who was also once young, idealistic and zealous. And an idiot."

He stood and gave her a full and careful salute.

"Welcome to my office, Assistant Kinnit."


TWO
THE ADMIRAL'S DESK


Admiral Grimthorn handed her back her scanner and pulled the conference table over by his desk, along with one of the chairs.

"You can use this until we get you a proper desk," he said.

He looked at the console on his desk, but it was built into the surface and couldn't be moved.

"Stupid design," he muttered. "What idiot picked that out?" He turned to Kinnit. "Requisition yourself a console. Do you know how to get into the system for that?"

She nodded curtly.

"Yes, sir. All I'll need is your authorization."

"Good, somebody who knows how to deal with these systems. Let me know when you're ready for authorization."

She pulled up the requisition forms on her scanner, and began filling them out. She chose a decent console for herself, nothing too fancy, but nothing that would slow down her work.

Once the console had been requisitioned properly, she got down to business.

"Sir, may I help you organize your files?"

He looked up from his console with a start. His look of surprise was almost enough to make her giggle.

"What's wrong with my files?"

She looked down at the surface of his desk. It was covered in crooked, leaning piles of slips, pocket drives, and a collection of eating utensils left over from late-night work sessions: a dystopian urban landscape of trash and old data.

"You... don't have trouble finding files in all this?" she asked.

"Of course not," he said, frowning. "I know precisely where everything is."

She raised a skeptical eyebrow.

"Mostly," he amended.

"May I try, please?"

He grunted.

"Fine. Just don't mess with this stack here. That's what I'm working on right now."

"Yes, sir!"

Kinnit immediately began taking stacks of slips over to her table, then started the work of reviewing, sorting, and organizing them. The easy routine of organization comforted her after her tumultuous morning. As she finished sorting each stack, she shuttled them over to the file bank and filed them away.

Her mood slowly recovered as she focused on her work. Notwithstanding the day so far, she was still working on the finest ship under the greatest Admiral in all the Imperium.

She began humming and kicking her feet under the desk as she worked, steadily chewing through the Admiral's piles of files. All the while, Admiral Grimthorn stayed focused on his work, wearing a fierce frown.

After a few short hours, the ceiling flashed. She squeaked in surprise, but the Admiral didn't even glance up.

"Lunch notice," he said without pausing his work. "Head to mess if you want. Level 12."

Kinnit nodded and stood. She paused, but it was clear that Grimthorn was not going to stop working for lunch. She wondered whether she should work through lunch as well, but she didn't want to set a precedent for skipping meals.

With a salute that Admiral Grimthorn didn't even see, she turned and walked out to the lift. It carried her to the mess hall.

The bustle of the mess revived her spirits. She paused to drink in the ordered chaos. People of all species were getting their food, some with collars like hers, most in uniform. She was thrilled as she grabbed her tray and scanned her card, feeding her nutrient profile into the system. The Velspyn lady manning the counter raised an eyebrow as Kinnit's nutrient profile flashed up. She was tall and spindly thin, not entirely dissimilar in demeanor and shape to a spider.

"Oh, that's a new one on me," she said in a kindly voice. "I haven't met a Kobold before. I'm Lucy. You new here, hon, or just visiting?"

"Hi! Yes, ma'am! I'm Kinnit, Admiral Grimthorn's new Assistant!"

"Oh... you poor thing..."

Kinnit's smile grew a little fixed.

"What's wrong with Admiral Grimthorn?"

"Wrong? Nothing. Nothing as such. He just... he has a way he likes things."

"I gathered as much."

The server laughed.

"I'm a little surprised you're his Assistant. He doesn't usually have a lot of patience with the Subject Species." The spider-like lady gestured at Kinnit's collar.

Kinnit nodded, a little sadly.

"I... hope I can be a help to him, and the Imperium."

"You'll be fine. You seem sweet."

A line had formed behind her, so she had to collect her food and move on.

"Stop by any time for a coffee," the server called. "And let me know how it goes with the Admiral!"

"I will!"

Kinnit sat with her food at a table in the corner of the mess. Ordinarily she loved being with people and talking with them, but for today she just wanted to watch.

In the vast, dead beauty of space, this little spot of light and life was what the Imperium was all about. People of every planet and galaxy, working hard to secure life and prosperity for everyone else.

And every one of them had their own unique story. She liked to imagine her own story for each person.

That long, lanky Terran in greasy mechanic's overalls, for example: maybe he'd once been a ranking officer in a pitched battle and saved his squad, but the bloodlust took him and he savaged the enemy after they surrendered. They had to bust him down because of his actions, but didn't want to discharge him because of his heroism, so he ended up as a mechanic in the Ninth Fleet.

And that Ursine lady who slouched in her chair with a flat expression of apathy: perhaps she'd once been a great beauty in an interstellar performing troupe, but after one of the other actors made one too many "unbearable" jokes, she'd struck out on her own only to discover that the world has few favors for aging beauty. She'd tumbled from performing for great crowds to shuffling papers in the Naval bureaucracy.

Kinnit had, perhaps, spent a little too much of her free time reading lurid adventure novels.

She finished her meal, cleaned up and headed back to the Admiral's office.
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By early afternoon, the Admiral's desk was mostly clear. There was an orderly row of pocket drives to analyze later, and the stack of slips Grimthorn was working on, but the desk was otherwise unrecognizably clean.

Kinnit cleared away some of the old trash and dishes while he worked at his console.

"Done, sir," she said with a brisk salute.

He looked up in surprise, his focus broken.

"What? Done?" He looked down at his desk. "Where's all my stuff?"

"Sorted and stowed in the file bank, sir."

"Nonsense. You can't possibly have sorted everything that fast."

Her joyous smile grew and her eyes shone as she bounced on her toes a little.

"Yes, sir! Would you like to see?"

"I don't want to look in the file bank. I just have to be able to get the data quickly when I need it."

"I can fetch what you need, sir."

"Okay, what if I need the minutes of the last CenCom general assembly?"

She bounced over to the file bank. After a moment, she asked, "Do you want the official minutes, or the stenographer's transcript?"

"Uh. The transcript?"

She came back over and held out the slip with a huge smile. He accepted it mutely and scanned it.

"Okay. Well, that's what I asked for." He pinned her with a shrewd gaze. "What about the quartermaster's report from last quarter?"

"Well, sir, I can fetch you the slip, but if you want the numbers, you can look them up on your console."

"I can?" He poked at his console. "Right, right. I forgot." He looked up to see Kinnit holding another slip out to him. He added it to his work pile.

"Well," he said. He raised his eyebrows. "I suppose you can sort that fast."

He sat back and thought for a long minute, looking at her as she smiled with pride.

"You went through the Academy, right?"

"Yes, sir. Graduated full honors."

He nodded.

"So you must have taken courses in navigation, correct?"

"Yes, sir. And Captain Hawkins would let me set navigation waypoints sometimes."

Admiral Grimthorn's eyebrows climbed into his scalp.

"Wait, Captain Hawkins let you touch his navicon?"

"Yes, sir."

Admiral Grimthorn sat back, troubled.

"Are we talking about the same Captain Hawkins? Thin, dark hair, stupid mustache that looks like a caterpillar?"

Kinnit bit back a laugh.

"I think so, sir. He was very proud of his mustache."

"Huh. Well here, take a look at this."

He pointed her to his console.

"An exercise for you. We have three ships that need to rendezvous here, in Metabo space, near the spinward Raitis jumphole. They're located here, here, and..." he dragged the star map over a long way, "...here. How quickly can we get them to rendezvous, if we don't care about fuel consumption?"

Her brow furrowed as she worked on the problem. He watched her with an unreadable expression as she plotted waypoints and jumpholes. Her tongue stuck out of her mouth while she worked, giving her an appearance of fierce but cute concentration.

At last she stepped back.

"Done, sir."

He looked over her navigation plan.

"This ship is the farthest away. Why don't you have them heading out first? You don't have them even bringing engines online until three hours after the other two ships have left."

"They're right near a jumphole, sir, that will take them nearly to the rendezvous point in an hour or two. Even though the other ships start earlier, they have more jumpholes to traverse. This way, all three ships should arrive at nearly the same time."

Admiral Grimthorn suppressed a little smile. She had caught out his little trick question.

His brow furrowed as he noticed something else.

"But here, you have this ship taking a longer route. Why? They could hop these jumpholes here and here. Instead, you've got them navigating around in a huge arc."

"I've plotted to navigate them around that sector. That's Scradus space, sir. They're technically neutral to the Imperium, but I thought it would be best to skirt that sector, to avoid antagonizing them unnecessarily."

Admiral Grimthorn laid a finger across his lips, deep in thought.

"That's... very astute. How do you know about tensions with the Scradus?"

"It was in last week's Naval strategic bulletin."

"People read those?"

The Naval strategic bulletins were written by career bureaucrats who had perfected the art of sucking every last drop of flavor out of the written language. Admiral Stonefist had long wondered what undead creature would actually enjoy reading the written equivalent of sand.

He looked at Kinnit's earnest, shining face and realized exactly who would enjoy it. She would, simply because it was Navy.

He reviewed the rest of the nav plan and nodded.

"Very well. We'll use it."

"What?" she squeaked before remembering herself. "Sir?"

"Forward this to the bridge. They'll communicate the plan out to the fleet. We'll use your nav plan."

"M-my plan? B-but, sir! I've never developed a nav plan for more than one ship!"

"You just did. I've reviewed it and it looks good. Meets all our criteria."

"B-but, sir, you can't just--"

He silenced her with a raised eyebrow.

"'Can't' is not a word I care for, Assistant. Besides, what kind of Admiral--what kind of leader would I be if I threw away a perfectly good plan just because I wasn't the one that came up with it? Send it."

"Yes, sir," she said quietly. She suddenly realized that under Admiral Grimthorn, her role as Assistant was going to be much more than a background job. She would be responsible. She would have an impact, whether good or ill.

She would change things.

A determined smile crept across her face as she thought of her people, still trapped on their home planet of Takkar.

"I will, sir! Thank you, sir!"

"Don't thank me, it's your plan." He turned back to his slips and began working again.

With happy determination, she forwarded the nav plan to the bridge. Her face flushed at the thought of three destroyers--Imperium ships 250 feet long and bristling with the most advanced weaponry in the galaxy--following her plan.

And if she could change the course of three ships, she could change the course of her people.

She could change it. She would.

The ceiling flashed again, red this time. She assumed it was the signal to end work for the day, but Admiral Grimthorn's head came up.

"It's an alert," he said. He checked his console.

"Insectoids," he hissed. "Attacking an undefended outpost. Come with me, Assistant. We're going to the bridge."


THREE
INSECTOIDS ATTACK!


Admiral Grimthorn swept onto the bridge with Kinnit in tow.

The bridge was an open, curved space, with a massive screen, twelve feet tall, covering two thirds of the bridge. Its visuals were fed by a cloud of sensors that traveled in the ship's gravity, rendering a perfect image of space outside the ship, overlaid with dense data readouts. The interior of the bridge was all polished steel and smooth controls. Some fifteen or so officers worked the bridge, each one busy at some critical task.

The center of the bridge boasted a raised platform--the captain's dais--with a railing running around it and an advanced console mounted within it.

"Get us moving toward the invasion," Grimthorn barked, stepping into the captain's dais. "And tell me what's going on."

"Sir!" responded a lieutenant. "The Oryndrax jumped into Imperium space twenty-seven minutes ago, Yankee Dog sector of Vylar territory."

"Bugs," growled Admiral Grimthorn. "I hate bugs."

"Sir, referring to the Oryndrax as 'bugs' could be considered an offensive violation of the Species Reference act of the Naval communications protoc--"

"Lieutenant Dol, either tell me something useful or get off my bridge!"

The lieutenant swallowed the rest of his sentence and nodded.

"We received the distress call two minutes after the Oryndrax arrived. They were fired on shortly after."

"How long can they hold out?"

"Not long, sir. They're a supply depot, not a hardened military outpost. They don't have the hardware or the training for a sustained defense."

Admiral Grimthorn spat an oath.

"How many enemy ships are there?"

"Unclear, sir. Early reports suggest a light cruiser supporting an unknown number of fighter squadrons."

Kinnit stood at Admiral Grimthorn's elbow, keeping out of his way while taking in as much information as she could from the masses of data flowing across the giant screen.

"Sir!" Lieutenant Dol called. "The outpost is contacting us again!"

"Give me audio."

A crackling, indistinct voice came over the speakers. Even through the choppy audio, the speaker's panic was clear.

"--continuing to attack... --out of shells for our ion cannon... --taken out our forward... --please, any... --hail the Imperium!"

"Blast!" Admiral Grimthorn slammed a fist down on the waist-high railing that circled the captain's dais. "They're in a tight spot. Check for other ships in the area."

"There's nobody else, sir! Just us."

"Then why aren't we moving?!"

"Sir, the fleet is forming up for departure."

"To Geina with the rest of the fleet! Get Swordheart there, all possible speed! The rest can catch up later."

Kinnit looked at the nav plan and ran a few mental calculations. She covered her mouth. Even traveling alone, it was going to take 45 minutes or more to reach Yankee Dog sector. If the outpost was already out of long-range shells, they wouldn't last. The Insectoids would have blasted the place to atoms and be long gone by the time the Swordheart arrived. Unless...

"Sir," Kinnit said. "The jumpholes... will take too long."

"You think I don't know that?" he fumed. "Maybe we can at least catch the dirty bugs before they escape, make them pay!"

"Sir, if we altered our route to use the jumpholes near the Candredi nebula..."

Admiral Grimthorn stopped fuming for a moment. He turned to her with a shocked expression.

"You want me to take the pride of the Imperial fleet through a jumphole next to a nebula? Do you have any idea how dangerous that is?"

"It--it was just a thought."

"I like it!" He turned to Lieutenant Dol. "Lieutenant, lay in a course along the Candredi nebula!"

"Sir? I don't think we want to--"

Admiral Grimthorn didn't even respond, he simply stared at Lieutenant Dol. The officer turned back to his console and quickly laid in the new course.

"Execute!"

The ship vibrated as it oriented toward the Candredi jumphole. The engines drove the 40-story flagship forward, while the inertial dampers shed enough momentum from the superstructure to keep the engine velocity from turning the ISS Swordheart into the Imperium's largest origami sculpture.

"Prepare yourself, bugs," Admiral Grimthorn growled. "The Ninth Fleet is coming for you." He raised his voice. "All crew brace for jump!"

The ship leapt into the jumphole. Kinnit clenched her teeth, willing her lunch to stay down as they exited spacetime and entered a realm where the available number of dimensions shifted on a second-to-second basis.

She closed her eyes, which didn't really help as she turned inside out, became large enough to enclose the ship and small enough to zip between the protons of an atom. Size, physics, and perspective held no meaning as they traveled through the quantum equivalent of television static.

Jumpspace travel was not for the faint of heart.

They popped out the other side, the crew heaving and gasping. The temporal officer grimly maintained enough control to call out.

"Three point four relative minutes spent in jumpspace!"

"Full forward shields!" yelled Grimthorn. Loud crackles vibrated through the ship as the shields absorbed near-lightspeed strikes from nebular dust. "Shed velocity! Bring us around, 323 mark seven! Get us out of this cloud!"

Kinnit quailed as the ship groaned around her. It sounded as though it were about to come apart.

She made a mental note not to give Admiral Grimthorn any more reckless ideas.

The engines vibrated the deck plates mercilessly as the ship poured every erg of energy into escaping the Candredi nebula. Slowly, the crackling quieted, the groaning ceased, and the ship seemed to stabilize.

"Orient on the next jumphole," called Grimthorn.

"Sir," Lieutenant Dol said, "Are you sure? That will take us back through the tail of the nebula!"

"Do we have shields on this thing or not? I'm not spending time going around the tail just so we don't scratch the paint. Execute!"

The Lieutenant did as he was commanded. The crackling of the shields was not quite as loud this time, thankfully.

The shields flickered and vanished as the ISS Swordheart tipped into the next jumphole. Kinnit endured jumpspace once again.

"One point seven relative minutes spent in jumpspace!" called the temporal officer.

"Bring us about, orient on the final jumphole."

"Yes, sir," said the nav officer, relieved that there wouldn't be any more crazy nebula maneuvers on this trip.

Admiral Grimthorn glanced at the nav plan.

"We'll be coming out of jumpspace nearly perpendicular to the outpost. Orient ion cannons at 67 degrees, full vertical spread, upper and lower. I want a full volley as soon as we're clear of jumpspace. We'll hit those bugs before they even know we're there."

"Yes, sir."

"And get the fighters prepped, scramble as soon as we're clear. Have them keep a tight patrol until we know the situation."

"Sir."

"Be prepared for immediate maneuvers. If they've got a cruiser, they're expecting trouble. But not the kind they're about to get."

Kinnit watched Admiral Grimthorn in admiration. This was the legendary Admiral. This was the hero of Arcturus. Her heart swelled, even as she fretted for the people of the outpost.

If anybody could save them, Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist could.

"Seven minutes to the next jumphole," Lieutenant Dol called.

"Any more comms from the outpost?"

"None, sir."

Grimthorn's mouth twisted in anger.

"Keep monitoring."

Minutes crawled by as they closed on the final jumphole. Everyone on the bridge quieted, seemingly holding their breath as the invisible rift approached. Kinnit tried to still her triphammering heart as they drew closer toward her first combat experience.

They tipped into the jumphole.

The nice thing about jumpspace was that it was so terrible that for a few minutes, Kinnit didn't really have room to be afraid of anything else.

They hit the exit, and the well-trained combat officer had the forward ion cannons going before the rear of the ship had cleared the jumphole. Waves of sharp-angled fighters boiled out of the hangar bays. Admiral Stonefist was scanning the situation tensely.

"What the..."

The outpost was located on a small planetoid in a backwater sector. It was a glorified warehouse, really, a place to keep supplies.

Right now, it was almost invisible under the cloud of fighters that swarmed it. A light cruiser hovered nearby, pounding the surface with a blaster bombardment.

"Why do they have so many fighters for such a small outpost?" Grimthorn said.

"Sir! We have a signal from the outpost. There are still survivors down there!"

The ion blasts reached the mass of enemy fighters. Their EMP blasts crisped hundreds of the tiny ships. But thousands more remained, and immediately closed the gap.

"Sir!" cried the Lieutenant. "We can't defend against that many fighters! We have to pull back and wait for the rest of the fleet!"

"And let the bugs destroy that outpost?" Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist set his jaw. "No."

He frowned at the data that scrolled by. "Those aren't Insectoid fighters," he realized suddenly. "Those are Vylar ships!"

The Admiral grinned in a way that made Kinnit very glad he was on her side.

"Lieutenant Dol, for once I don't want you to argue with me, I just want you to do exactly as I say. Can you do that?"

"Sir? I don't understand."

"Okay then, dismissed. Get off my bridge."

"Sir?"

"Do I need to come down there and space you myself? Get out!"

Lieutenant Dol stood for a moment with his mouth open, then spun on his heel and stalked out.

"Lieutenant Renning, take his station."

"Sir!"

"Now, I want you to take us directly into the center of that cloud of fighters."

Lieutenant Renning paused for only half a second before entering the orders into his console. The ship swung around, orienting toward the fighters. Grimthorn gave some orders for the Swordheart's fighters as well.

Admiral Stonefist wore a grim, mirthless smile.

"Vylar fighters use a highly advanced AI cluster to coordinate their movements," he said to Kinnit. "That's bad news when you're facing them in a standard naval formation, because they can react faster and smarter than a Terran against a fleet. But we're going to be a single, fat target walking right into the middle of them. They'll cluster on us like fl--like fleas on a Canid."

"And then?" Kinnit asked, desperately hoping that he had an 'and then' in mind.

Admiral Stonefist turned back to the Lieutenant.

"Lieutenant Renning, I want you to prep a full volley from the ion cannons. Set the detonation range to half a mile. I want to taste the electrons when the EMP goes off."

Lieutenant Renning raised his eyebrows but did as instructed.

"When they close in on us, we'll cook them all at once."

Kinnit wore a slightly horrified smile. Minimum safe range for ion shells was 1.5 miles.

"Won't the EMP damage our systems as well, sir?" she asked.

"Probably."

Kinnit took a breath to ask how they were going to deal with the cruiser, but she looked up at the Admiral. He stood firm, arms crossed, that grim smile printed on his face. In spite of his graying hair and the sag in his broad shoulders, he radiated confidence and command.

She realized that, whatever happened, nobody could beat the mighty Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist. He was the Imperial ideal. He was the Imperium.

She smiled along with him, trying to match his fierce demeanor, but her bubbliness and round cheeks were natural barriers to this.

"Shields up, Lieutenant," Admiral Stonefist said as they approached the cloud of fighters. "Get the blaster gunners firing, keep those fighters busy so they don't catch on to what we're up to."

Crackles sounded throughout the bridge again as a few fighters tested their hulls against the Swordheart's shields. A few of the braver fighters started circling the Swordheart, dodging her blasters and returning fire.

The flagship slid with agonizing slowness into the swirling mass of the enemy. Alarms blared and the crackling took on a popping sound as the sheer volume of incoming fire began to overwhelm the shields. The massive bridge screen was black with fighters; they made a solid, roiling swarm around the Imperium ship.

"Ion volley ready, sir," said Lieutenant Renning, who was looking slightly sick.

"Loose volley," Admiral Stonefist said.

With a thump, the twelve ion cannons of the Swordheart fired, releasing intense pinpoints of light into the crowd of fighters surrounding them. With a blast like a trumpet, the volley went off, close. Too close. The ISS Swordheart shuddered as multiple EMPs swept across her, washing away the last of the shields and frying systems across the ship.

The fighters around them died en masse, still traveling in their original trajectories, bouncing harmlessly off the hull or spinning away into deep space.

Grimthorn's grin widened.

"Like the galaxy's biggest bug zapper," he said.

A brief cheer went up from the bridge. Nearly all the fighters had been wiped out in a single blow, and the gunners were rapidly mopping up the remnant.

They couldn't celebrate for long, however. The cruiser had come around and was bearing down on them.

"How long until we have shields again?" Grimthorn asked.

"It will be at least 90 seconds, sir."

Grimthorn frowned. That ion array had damaged the shields more than he'd expected.

"The cruiser's not going to give us that kind of time. What weapons systems do we have left?"

"Ion cannons are offline. Blasters are online, but the targeting system is cooked, so we won't be able to hit anything at range. Mass drivers should be back up in a few seconds."

"Do we have any torpedoes ready?"

"The homing systems and triggers have been damaged, sir. We can fire them, but they'll just travel in a straight line."

Admiral Stonefist nodded.

"And even if we miraculously hit the cruiser, they'll just bounce off the hull. That's fine, the cruiser doesn't know that. Send him a couple torpedoes, he'll have to evade. That should buy us a little time."

Two torpedoes leapt from the ISS Swordheart and streaked toward the Oryndrax cruiser. The cruiser altered course and released a flurry of flares to draw the torpedoes away. Since the homing systems in the torpedoes were dead, the flares had no effect. The torpedoes continued to scream toward the cruiser. It began emergency evasion.

"Lieutenant, are the fighters in position?"

"Yes, sir."

"Have them coordinate strafing runs on the cruiser. Focus on their starboard engine, slow them down."

"Sir."

Bright points of light flared around the cruiser as the Swordheart's fighters opened fire. The cruiser, still evading the perceived threat of the torpedoes, was completely unprepared. One of their four engines flared and began spraying flames into the cold of space.

The Insectoid cruiser finally got their shields up, protecting them from the fighters. The torpedoes sailed harmlessly by, and the cruiser began re-orienting on the Swordheart. Their long-range blasters glowed as they prepared to fire.

"Shields?"

"Still another 30 seconds, sir."

"Are the mass drivers back online yet?"

"They're verifying the targeting systems now."

"No time for that. Pull the fighters back and give that cruiser a cannonball to the gut."

The Swordheart flung a depleted uranium ball at the cruiser at a sizable fraction of the speed of light. The inert lump passed straight through the cruiser's energy shield and impacted the vessel amidships. The strike blew open a hole in the cruiser, sending shards of debris spinning away into the cold reaches of space.

The cruiser poured more energy into the remaining engines, but the combination of damage, stress, and the missing engine caused its inertial dampers to fail. With no protection against the change in inertia, the cruiser's hull crumpled as its engines flared. The cruiser folded itself in half.

The massive ship disintegrated in slow motion. One of the engines broke off and spun away, flaring brightly. The bow cracked open, spilling debris against the stars like a spray of blood.

The crew on the bridge cheered.

"Shields are up again, sir!" called Lieutenant Renning.

Kinnit watched Admiral Stonefist release a breath she hadn't realized he had been holding.

"Good job, crew. And a thousand-credit bonus goes to whoever fired the mass driver. That was a beautiful shot."

The bridge crew cheered and hooted and slapped each other on the back, but Kinnit watched the Admiral's face darken.

"We'll rescue any survivors," he muttered, too low for anyone but her to hear. "Then find out why Insectoids are flying Vylar ships. And why did the bugs send a force of that size against this outpost?"

A deeply troubled expression settled onto his face as the crew celebrated.


FOUR
CHASING ANSWERS


Admiral Stonefist and Kinnit were downplanet at the outpost, overseeing the rescue efforts. The losses were heavy. Of the hundred or so workers at the outpost, fifteen were dead, and another forty or so were injured, some severely.

In spite of working for the Imperial Navy, none of the outposters were combatants--they were administrators, dock jockeys, and warehouse workers.

The planetoid was a small, dusty rock, mostly gray. A nearby star washed the surface with a reddish glow. Everything looked dim in the uncertain light.

It was too small to have decent gravity, but the outpost had an artificial gravity well installed, bringing the gravity to about 80% of Terran normal. The outpost had been only a few buildings: a storage warehouse, an administrative building, the ion cannon, living quarters, and some support buildings.

Now the surface was pocked with impact craters and blaster strikes. The dirt around the craters had been melted to a crunchy, glassy crust. The buildings themselves had been shielded, avoiding damage from direct blaster fire, but the surface of the planetoid had been so thoroughly cratered that the foundations of the buildings had buckled and heaved out of place.

The survivors mostly stayed outside. After having suffered intense strafing and bombardment, trapped in buildings that should have become their graves, they were anxious to get outside.

Some of them were helping with cleanup, or tending the wounded, but many were hysterical, broken, and dysfunctional. Some wandered, some wept. One man was leaning against the wall of an office making a repetitive noise... not quite a scream, but not quite a moan, an eerie, high-pitched wail, over and over, still trapped in the bombardment in his mind.

The dock foreman was sitting on the ground outside a storage unit, shaking and weeping. Grimthorn was trying to interview him with limited success.

"What sector did the enemy come from?" Grimthorn asked. "Were there any pre-hostility communications? Did they open with a broad attack, or was it a focused strike?"

"There were so many," the foreman blubbered. "So many. They blacked out the sky. We... we couldn't see the star."

"Right, but which jumphole did they come from? How did you detect them?"

"They killed Jerry," the foreman moaned, a whine in the back of his throat threatening to escalate into full-blown gibbering. "He... was trying to get to me... the explosions... then he was... he was in two pieces..." Tears spilled as his wide, red-rimmed eyes stared into his memories.

"Did you detect them on radar? Was there any communication?"

"Sir?" Kinnit said, laying a hand on his elbow. "May I try speaking to him?"

"Oh, do what you want. This one's worthless."

Kinnit squatted down next to the foreman. She rubbed his back.

"It's okay. It's okay. You're safe now."

He turned his broken eyes to her.

"They killed my friend," he said.

"I'm so sorry." She hugged him, and he wept. "I'm so, so sorry." She held him for a long time. The man's sobs slowly tapered off. "Tell me about your friend," she said.

"It was... Jerry, he was... he was a good guy, you know? He wasn't... wasn't always the brightest..." The man barked a half laugh, half cry. "But he, he loved being here. 'There are so many stars,' that's what he always said. He would always come out and look at them. He was watching the stars when they c-came... that's how we knew..."

Admiral Stonefist started.

"Wait, you didn't see the bugs on the long-range scanners? You made visual contact first?"

"Jerry saw them first," Kinnit corrected him. "He saved our friend here."

The foreman nodded gratefully.

"That's right. We don't get alerts for Vylar ships, because they're allies. But Jerry saw them forming up and he ran in, and we--we laughed at him." The man teared up but maintained his composure. "Because who would possibly want to attack us way out here?"

His face hung loose as he had a realization.

"If Jerry hadn't warned us... we wouldn't have been able to get to comms in time. They'd have killed us all. Nobody would even have known until the next shipment came in. In three weeks." The foreman started hyperventilating. "We'd all have been dead three weeks before anybody even knew."

Kinnit rubbed his back.

"Shh, it's okay, you're safe now. You're safe. We're here now."

Grimthorn nodded.

"That explains the scale of the attack," he growled. "Their plan was to hit hard and fast, wipe out the outpost before they could get a message out. We're on the edge of Vylar space, and this outpost is the only one for light years in any direction. The bugs could have come in here and exited Vylar space anywhere."

"But sir," Kinnit said, still comforting the foreman, "wouldn't the Vylar have detected them as the Oryndrax traveled through their space?"

"Maybe. Unless the Vylar were part of the plan. The bugs did have Vylar ships." Grimthorn frowned. "I think we need to take a hard look at how those ships ended up in Oryndrax hands. Or claws, whatever."

Kinnit glanced at the foreman.

"Is this a discussion for another time, perhaps, Admiral?"

"Hmm? Oh, yes, yes."

Admiral Stonefist turned to the foreman as Kinnit helped him to his feet.

"Your friend Jerry may have saved more lives than you'll ever know. I promise you that I will use all the influence at my disposal to ensure that Jerry has a military funeral with full honors and a medal of bravery. That is the least that the Imperium owes a hero."

"Th-thank you, sir." The foreman started to crumble again, and Kinnit led him away to a place where he could recover and grieve.

Kinnit hurried back to the Admiral's side as soon as she could.

"What's next, sir?"

"We'll get a scanner ship on patrol. A couple of scouts, too. I don't think the bugs will try this sector again, but a visible patrol will help ease fears here on the outpost. With so many casualties, they'll need to staff back up as well. I'll work with CenCom on that."

Kinnit busied herself punching notes into her scanner while Admiral Stonefist stared off into the stars.

"As for us, I think we're done here. Investigators will be by in a few cycles to examine everything, but I don't think they'll find much more than we've already discovered."

He turned to Kinnit.

"I... want to thank you for handling that foreman. He was much more forthcoming with you."

Kinnit flushed with pride.

"Thank you, sir, I--"

"I wouldn't have thought a Subject Species would have had the empathy to handle that situation well. Good show."

The rest of Kinnit's sentence died on her lips. Her brows drew down and a snarl crept onto her face as she opened her mouth to retort, but Admiral Stonefist had turned away and was already heading for the shuttle.
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Admiral Stonefist slammed a fist down on his desk.

"Blasted Order!"

"What's wrong, sir?"

"I'm trying to requisition an investigator for the Vylar threat, and they're playing stupid bureaucratic games!"

"Who is?"

Grimthorn took a deep breath.

"The Ninth Fleet is one of the four fleets of the Spear of the Imperium," he said. "There are many other fleets and garrisons, but the Spear contains the Imperium's largest and most powerful fleets."

Kinnit's mouth tightened at the elementary explanation, but she patiently waited until he got to something she didn't know.

"The Order of the Spear," Admiral Stonefist continued, "is a group of the four top Admirals of the Spear of the Imperium. We set policy and hold each other accountable, and broadly direct the use of the Naval resources of the Spear."

"That sounds... reasonable."

"Yeah, for a bunch of bureaucrats," he snarled. "They're dragging their feet on this investigation 'so we don't antagonize the Vylar.'"

"But aren't they all Admirals? Don't they recognize the threat of a Vylar betrayal?"

"They're paper pushers at heart. They don't care about the military consequences, or the long-term impact, they're just trying to make sure they don't get blamed for anything."

Kinnit had a belated realization.

"Wait, the top Admirals... shouldn't you be in the Order of the Spear?"

"I am in the Order. But I'm outnumbered. There's myself, Old Admiral Balia of the Third Fleet, Cora Din of the Fifth Fleet and Dermot Lander of the Seventh. Cora Din and Dermot always oppose me. Old Balia just sides with the majority." Grimthorn shook his head. "Balia was once the greatest Naval commander in the Imperium, but age has robbed him of... everything, almost."

"Oh."

Grimthorn leaned back in his chair, breathed deeply through his nose and stayed still for a minute. A small, mirthless smile appeared on his face.

"It was good to be back in the fray."

Kinnit's brow crinkled in confusion.

"What do you mean?"

"Busting bugs. The battle in Yankee Dog sector. I haven't been directly involved in battle like that in..." He fell silent for a minute, thinking. "Too long."

He sat back up and spun his chair to look out the portal, taking in the glittering spray of the galactic arm. "I'm made for battle," he said. "It's what I am. But when you're good at something, really talented... when you're successful enough for long enough, they make you stop doing it. I'm a man of action, but now I'm hemmed in by paperwork and bureaucrats." He ground his teeth. "I need to be out in the field."

Kinnit cocked her head to the side. "What do you mean you're not in battle? The Ninth Fleet is legendary!"

"Was legendary. Now we're a carefully kept showpiece, shuttling around between systems. Making appearances. Yankee Dog was the first good blood-and-bones encounter we've had in years."

Admiral Stonefist sagged in his seat, staring at the stars. "And I've been soaked in bureaucracy for so long I've become one of them. I do paperwork and argue in Council meetings and show up for presentations and meaningless social events."

Kinnit set her hands firmly on her hips. "You're wrong, sir!"

Grimthorn looked up with a raised eyebrow. Kinnit's color was up, and she wore a fetching scowl.

"Sir, I don't know if you recall, but I was on the bridge in Yellow Dog. I watched you in action. That was the scariest thing I've ever experienced in my entire life! But you took charge and defeated the enemy and saved lives! Lots of lives! Sir, I've never seen anybody handle a ship and crew like that!"

She took a deep breath.

"Granted, it's not the way I would have done it. That was... well, it's not how I would have done it. But that's why it worked! Would a bureaucrat have come up with that plan? No! I got to witness the great Admiral Stonefist in action, and it was more terrifying and wonderful than I'd ever imagined!"

Grimthorn stared at her outburst in shock. She carried on.

"Who commands the Ninth Fleet? A bunch of slips and data, or the great Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist?"

A smile flickered across his face.

"I suppose you're right." He nodded to himself, thinking. "That's right. Why am I arguing about asking for an investigator when I've got a whole fleet right here?"

He stood and straightened his uniform.

"Assistant Kinnit, the Ninth Fleet is going to pay a visit to the Vylar."


FIVE
INVESTIGATING THE VYLAR


They jumped in near Vylaxis, one of the Vylar's great shipbuilding planets. Thousands of alerts lit the screen, warning of floating scaffolding, storage pods, and half-built ships surrounding the planet.

Admiral Stonefist stood at the bridge, his face as stony as his name. He'd been increasingly quiet since they'd decided to start their own investigation into the attack on Yellow Dog sector. Kinnit stood behind him, her scanner at the ready, worrying about him.

The ISS Swordheart lit up as soon as they were out of jumpspace, busily deep-scanning every ship and piece of equipment in the sector, down to the last wrench.

The Vylar Flight Management Coordinator for Vylaxis was signaling them with urgent priority. Which was only reasonable: the Ninth was a battle fleet unrivaled in the galaxy, thousands of ships strong, the clenched gauntlet of the Imperium. The Flight Management Coordinator no doubt wanted to know why such a terrifying force had just shown up in his shipyard.

Grimthorn ignored the signal, letting it pulse.

"Status of the scan?" he barked.

"Nearly complete, sir," said Lieutenant Renning.

Mere minutes passed while the scan proceeded, but impatience and the pulsing priority signal made them feel impossibly long.

"Scan complete, sir," Lieutenant Renning said finally.

"Very good. Get our Infographers working on the scan data. I want to know every single secret they're hiding here."

Lieutenant Renning saluted sharply and rushed off.

"Now that we've gotten the scan done before they could hide anything, we can talk to them." Grimthorn lowered his chin, staring at the screen. Kinnit tried to match his grim demeanor, but it was like watching the fierceness of a kitten; more adorable than intimidating.

"Receive communication."

The Vylar Flight Management Coordinator appeared on the screen. Like all Vylar, he had wide, dark eyes and a long, triangular head. His skin was bone-white. The greasy sheen on his skin and the black mottling that chased across the surface of his face made it clear how nervous he was.

"...repeat, this is FMC Mennig of Vylaxis space. What is your travel authorization? Where is your flight notice? We were not notified of your arrival."

Admiral Stonefist's face hardened. The Imperium spanned the entire galaxy: a hundred billion stars, uncountable species, and somehow every species managed to produce the exact same flavor of bureaucrat.

"I come in the name of the Emperor. I am the Ninth Fleet. That is my authorization."

Rattled but unbowed, the Vylar rejoined.

"Why does the Imperium send a war fleet to Vylar space? What is your purpose?"

"My purpose is to find out why your ships attacked an Imperial outpost. And to eliminate whoever is responsible."

"This is outrageous! Why do you come here with these accusations? How dare you insinuate--"

Admiral Stonefist broke in and visibly turned to speak to someone on the bridge.

"Gunnery officer, do you have a fix on the flightmaster's location?"

"Located, sir. He's on a comms ship at two zero one mark one."

"Lock three torpedoes on that ship."

"Locked, sir."

The Vylar's face was almost completely black.

"N-n-now see here," stammered the Coordinator. "There's no need for violence, I just--this is highly irregular--"

"We are an investigative force. We will examine your planet, your yard, and your environs. If you object, then I will assume you were part of the attack and react accordingly."

"There's no need, no need for that, sir," Mennig said. "We'll cooperate." He turned and barked an order. "We'll cooperate fully."

"Yes, you will."

Admiral Stonefist switched off the screen. Kinnit let out a breath.

"Admiral, I understand the need to intimidate him," she said, "but don't you think that went a bit far?"

"Not far enough," Grimthorn seethed. "Not far enough by half. That slimy weed is working with the bugs. And when I get the evidence that he is, I will atomize him, his shipyard, and his entire planet." Admiral Stonefist's knuckles were white where his hands gripped the grab bar that circled the captain's dais. "There is no room for traitors in the Imperium. There is no room for those who would kill innocents."

Kinnit hesitantly laid a hand on his arm.

"Grimthorn..." He turned his fierce glare on her. "Admiral... we don't know that the Vylar were involved. There could be another explanation." She looked up at him earnestly, her eyes wide and guileless. "We all want justice. Those people in Yellow Dog sector, they deserve justice. But please let's make sure first."

She could see his jaw clenching as he stared down at her. She gazed up at him.

"I know the great Admiral Stonefist would not act rashly in this. Not with so many lives in the balance."

He lifted his eyes and looked at the screen, unseeing.

"The Imperium spans the galaxy. We encompass thousands of worlds. Always there are those who would kill, destroy, and take. That's why species join the Imperium. The Imperium protects her people." His jaw continued clenching. "Except when we can't."

He glanced down at her and took a deep, calming breath.

"You are too innocent for this work, Kinnit. Too kind-hearted. Those who would take and kill need to be eliminated swiftly and without mercy. But for you, I will wait. I will make sure."

His hands gripped the grab bar.

"And then," he whispered, "I will make such an example of the ones responsible that their names will become a byword of the danger of crossing the Imperium for all time."
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The Infographers didn't get the data parsed and sorted until the following day. In the interim, Imperium soldiers swept through nearly every building and factory on or around Vylaxis, gathering records and meticulously scanning every machine and most of the workers.

Grimthorn sat in his office, sifting through the findings and fuming at the delay, but every time he was on the verge of heading back to the bridge to dish out rash orders, he would look at Kinnit. She sat at her table, going through slips and tabulating data on her scanner. Often, she'd hum quietly to herself, or kick her feet or rock gently while she worked. For some reason, watching her calmed him.

Late that afternoon, however, his temper got the better of him.

"Why don't you have your console yet?" he barked. "The wealth of the universe is at our fingertips and my Assistant can't get what she needs."

"I'm sure they're working on it, sir," she said absently, still sifting through her data.

He frowned at her.

"And what's that you're humming?"

She looked up, startled.

"Was I humming?" She cocked her head. "Oh, I suppose I was. Sorry, sir."

"No, no, the humming is fine." His brow furrowed, and he moderated his tone. "Please, don't stop. I was just curious what the tune was."

She flushed and gave him an embarrassed, crooked grin.

"It's a pop song by that new group, 'Intergalactic Love Rivals.' I listen to the audio cast in the mornings when I'm getting ready. I guess it got stuck in my head."

Grimthorn smiled for the first time all day.

"And here I thought it was going to be something deeply meaningful, like the lullaby your mother used to sing to you."

She giggled.

"No, nothing like that. Actually, Kobolds don't have mothers like you Terrans."

"You don't have a mother?"

"Well, I mean, I had a birth mother. But she wasn't the only one who raised me. All the mothers that give birth go to the creche, and they all raise all the children."

Admiral Stonefist sat back.

"I don't understand. They only raise other children?"

"Not quite." She thought about it a minute before she responded. "It's more like... we're all in one big home, and if one of the children is hungry, they go to one of the suckle-mothers. If they want to sleep, they find a snuggle-mother. If they want a song, they find a song-mother."

"So each... mother has a job?"

"Oh, not like that. A suckle-mother can only feed children for so long, you know. But maybe she sings, too, or cleans. And a song-mother can bathe the children. And of course, every mother teaches and corrects the children. But some are better than others at some things. Especially the singing. We all used to love listening to Dame Haffa. She would sing the most beautiful lullabies."

Kinnit closed her eyes and began keening, singing a haunting, wistful song, evoking wind through a lonely forest, or clouds hiding the moon on a wintry night. Kinnit lifted her head and pursed her lips, bobbing her head as the song rose and fell.

Admiral Stonefist sat transfixed, watching her.

She was suddenly conscious of his gaze, and her song faltered. She stuttered to a stop with an awkward laugh.

"Sorry," she said. "I should leave the singing to the likes of Dame Haffa."

"No, that was very..." Grimthorn struggled for a moment with the word. "It was very beautiful. Thank you for sharing it with me."

She colored and lowered her eyes.

"Of course."

"A village of mothers. Interesting. I suppose you must think our style of parenting very strange, or strict."

"No, not at all," she said, her eyes lighting up. "I think it's charming. Just having one mother, one father, and having all their love and attention for your whole life. It sounds wonderful."

Admiral Stonefist gave her a stiff smile.

"Well, yes, that's the ideal. Even if it doesn't always happen that way in practice."

"Oh, but how wonderful, the devotion and focus! We Kobolds don't really have relationships like that. Everything and everyone belongs to everybody. Everywhere you go, everything you do, you are surrounded by piles of people. It's comforting, there is safety in numbers, and everybody knows everybody. But sometimes it can still be a little lonely, even in such a crowd." She sighed. "And the way that Terrans pick out one special person for their whole life is so romantic."

"Well, not everybody does that," he said gruffly.

"Mmhmm." She was staring dreamily off into space. Grimthorn cleared his throat and she started. "Sorry sir!" she said, and focused back on her work.

[image: ]


As data trickled in, they cross-referenced it against the remains of the fighters from Yellow Dog sector. Slowly but inexorably, a picture emerged.

Fighters were being manufactured, programmed and tested, then shipped out in batches. But the counts of ships between being shipped out and received often changed.

This was generally written off as a problem of numbering differences--the Vylar depended on an octal numbering system (since they had only four fingers per hand), but most of the rest of the Imperium ran on decimal. So if they shipped out 12 fighters (in octal) that meant that the recipient should receive 10 fighters (in decimal). Or so went the thinking.

The data that emerged was painting a different picture. They were consuming enough resources per shipment to build 12 (decimal) fighters. They were burning enough fuel to ship 12 fighters. Their cargo trains had enough power to tow 12 fighters. And only 10 fighters would arrive.

Admiral Stonefist's demeanor stiffened day by day as the picture emerged. It was crystal clear that the Vylar were selling ships to the Oryndrax, and hiding the discrepancies in the disparate numbering systems.

He was determined to make an airtight case. And then make a bloody example of the Vylar.

Kinnit fretted as the data painted an increasingly damaging picture of the Vylar. And yet, some things were still not adding up.

"Sir, can we go over these financial figures?" she asked.

"Some other time," he said. "I'm working on something else at the moment."

She glanced over and could see him plotting fleet movements and logistics for an invasion. Tears pricked her eyes and her heart sank.

"Sir... you said you would wait..."

He started and looked at her guiltily.

"I'm just preparing for contingencies. And... " he sighed. "Kinnit, I know you want to believe the best of them, but the data is clear. They've been steadily sending ships to the Oryndrax. There's no doubt of it."

"But they've been cooperating with our investigation! Why would they cooperate if they were selling fighters to the Oryndrax? And look at these financials! If they're selling the extra fighters, where's the money?"

"Maybe they're just doing it to stick it to the Imperium. Who knows?"

"Please, sir." She looked at him with her huge round eyes rimmed with tears. "Give me one more day. One more day with the data."

He tried to stare her down, but had to look away.

"Why do you care so much about the Vylar anyway?" he groused.

"I don't. I care about you."

"Eh?"

"I mean, about what you're going to do. If you destroy this planet, and we discover that the Vylar were innocent... sir, that's not who Admiral Stonefist is. That's not who the hero of Arcturus is. He's honorable, brave, and just. You would not countenance anyone who would kill innocents--please don't become someone who would kill innocents."

Grimthorn ground his teeth.

"Don't mention Arcturus to me. And don't put me on a pedestal. I'm just another man."

"Sir, you're a hero. A legend. You're my--my inspiration for being here, in the Imperium. In the Navy. Please, one more day. Something's wrong here, I can feel it. Let me find out what's actually happened."

Grimthorn pulled in a heavy breath through his nose and refused to look at her.

"Very well. One day. But then I don't want to hear any more about it. Understood?"

"Yes, sir!" she said, saluting smartly. Then she wheeled and dashed over to her table.


SIX
HARD DECISIONS


Admiral Stonefist shook his head as Kinnit ran off on her pointless quest.

He rubbed his eyes.

Madness, was what it was. Proof that the legendary Admiral Stonefist was losing his edge. It was self-evident that the Vylar were guilty, and no amount of digging through old records was going to change that. And yet he was letting her hare off and waste time on this nonsense.

When had he gotten so soft?

Heaving a heavy sigh, he activated his console. He tried to plow through some of his backlog of paperwork, but he couldn't focus. There was only one thing he could think about right now.

How could he solve a problem like Kinnit the Kobold?

She had a certain undeniable competence, in her own limited way. And competence was a powerful magnet for Grimthorn, especially in the Naval service where so many people were no more than boot-kissers and career bureaucrats.

But she was also an SS--a Subject Species. Untrusted by the Imperium. She would never be able to do certain things, enter certain areas, hold certain positions, own certain classes of assets. The SS could not. And never would.

Of course, the Imperium always held forth the illusion that the SS could someday become one of the Common Species of the Imperium, full citizens. But without even looking at a history book, Grimthorn could count how often that had happened in the 500-year history of the Imperium.

Zero. It had happened zero times.

It was one of the many things the Imperium did that Grimthorn sharply disagreed with. It was wrong to give the SS false hope. It was wrong to give them this halfway citizenship. In his view, the Imperium should either let them in or kick them out, not string them along.

And Kinnit, so perky and naive, so upbeat and earnest, probably had grand delusions about bringing Kobolds to the stars.

He scoffed.

The Subject Species should all just be kicked out, as far as he was concerned. They were either trusted or not, and if they couldn't be trusted, they shouldn't be citizens. Simple. Throw them all out and make everyone's life easier. SS included.

Diamond security clearance notwithstanding, she would never be able to do the job of Assistant fully. Even if he had his own full-time Cryptographer on board--and he would never countenance one of those creepshows on his ship--there were just too many things he'd still have to do himself. The Assistant was supposed to be the Admiral's right arm, his stand-in, his Voice in absentia. As an SS, she would simply... not be allowed. One glance at the collar, and all she'd be useful for would be to come fetch him.

And all that was before you even considered how thoroughly the toxic, vicious politics of the Navy would grind up her sweet little spirit and feast on the flinders.

He clenched his teeth. He'd have to think of some suitable way to thank Captain Hawkins for sending him this problem.

And it hurt him a little because she really did have potential. She was competent and curious, so chirpy and lively, and her smile lit up his whole office. Even in the short time she'd been here, he found himself dreading work less just because she was there.

He shook his head. The drift of his thoughts was becoming a little disturbing.

The only real solution of course--and, really, the most merciful solution--was to get her out. Out of the Imperial Navy, out of the Subject Species. Shut the Kobolds down and eject them. Stop the false hope, get her away from the danger of combat and politics, let her go back home and be with her people. Let her sing her haunting songs in the creche and raise children and be happy. Let her leave him alone.

Alone, after all, was what Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist did best.

And he hated the Imperium a little more.
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Kinnit's chest swelled with pride for the Imperium.

In another age, there would already be open war with the Vylar. But the Imperium was willing to pursue the truth, and Admiral Stonefist trusted her to find it! She was going to clear the Vylar.

Her color was high as she sat at a small table in her quarters, shuffling through data late into the night, pausing only to refresh her coffee from time to time.

As the night ground on, however, she slowed. All the data she sifted through and organized was not clearing the Vylar at all.

She just kept circling the same issues: the Vylar were lukewarm allies of the Imperium at best, but they were certainly not the kind of species to try to betray the Imperium. They clearly weren't making any money selling ships to the Oryndrax, but ships were definitely vanishing between Vylaxis and their ports of delivery. There was no evidence whatsoever of communication or collusion between the Vylar and the Insectoids.

Her scanner sounded six chimes, alerting her to the time. Her lower eyelids dragged at her eyes, dark and puffy. Her bottom lip trembled as she looked at the piles and stacks of slips before her. She had gone through so much data, and nothing new had emerged. In a fit of temper, she flung her handful of slips onto the floor and buried her face in her hands.

Fat tears plopped onto the slips that lay on her table. Stupid! Why had she even tried to take this on? What made her think she was smart enough to figure this out? She was just a stupid little Kobold with outlandish dreams who was in over her head. And the Vylar were going to pay the price for her hubris and incompetence.

She got up, sniffling, and fetched herself some more coffee. It was beyond being useful at this point; instead of giving her energy it was just making her jittery and giving her a stomachache. But she had to keep trying. For the Vylar. For Admiral Stonefist. For herself.

She pushed aside the financial and logistics reports and pulled up their navigational records on her scanner. It was meaningless, just records of shipment departures and destinations, but she'd always liked navigational work. It was soothing to look at the fuel calculations, the jumphole diagrams, and the time estimates.

Bathed in exhaustion, she clicked through a few of the more common shipment routes, mentally running the time and fuel calculations for the jumpholes.

She rubbed her head. She was obviously too tired to work any more, she couldn't even get the jumphole timing calculations right. She'd always prided herself on being able to manually calculate jumphole routes without depending on a console, but tonight--this morning, actually--she couldn't even do that.

Her brow creased as she ran the calculations again. Her fuel calculations matched up perfectly with the records, but the time calculations were still off.

She suddenly sat bolt upright. She realized what they'd all been missing.
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Admiral Stonefist sat at his desk in the early morning, gloomily sifting through messages. He'd slept fitfully, waking repeatedly throughout the night.

He'd thought, yesterday, that it had been a hard decision to get rid of Kinnit. As it turned out, that was easy compared to deciding how to get rid of Kinnit.

There were any number of expedient mechanisms he could have used, of course. But he didn't want to crush her. The point was to be merciful, not to traumatize her.

The easiest route was probably going to be a "Kevorkian layoff"--make the job so bad that she would just quit.

It seemed like a reasonably easy approach. After she finished failing at this whole Vylar thing, he could demote her, demean her, and put her strictly on menial work. He could begin a campaign of constant belittlement. He'd seen it done often enough.

And surely he could be strong enough to do it to Kinnit. For her sake.

She chose that moment to interrupt his thoughts as she burst in the door, a sheaf of slips in one hand.

"Sir! I've got news about the--"

"Ah, good timing. Fetch me some coffee, would you, Assistant?"

"Admiral, the Vylar aren't selling ships to the Oryndrax. They're being stolen."

Admiral Stonefist sat up straight.

"What do you mean?"

"Look at these jump routes. The shipments go out on automated carriers, right? But some of the jump times are off."

She highlighted a route.

"Look at this. Calculate these jumphole times. It should take fourteen minutes from the ingress jumphole to the egress, three point seven minutes in jumpspace, then another twelve minutes to the next jumphole. All told, this part of the route should take less than thirty minutes. But nearly every shipment that goes through this specific jump route takes nearly forty-seven minutes."

Admiral Stonefist's face hardened as he ran the calculations.

"But why?" he asked.

"I'll bet that someone's hitting the automated transport with a low-intensity ion flash to slow it down. Then they're lifting two fighters from the shipment. The transport recovers and carries on, with no one the wiser!"

Admiral Stonefist nodded.

"That would explain a lot. But that kind of heist is too complex for bugs to do even once, much less steadily over time."

"That's what we've been missing!" she said. "This isn't the Vylar or the Oryndrax. Someone else is stealing Vylar fighters and selling them to the Insectoids!"

Grimthorn's nostrils flared as he looked at the shipping routes.

"Pirates."

"Sir?"

His face took on an ugly, dangerous cast.

"This has all the hallmarks of a pirate operation."

"I suppose that makes sense. Who else would steal ships only to sell them?"

Grimthorn stood and began pacing back and forth behind his desk. Rather than threats and thunderings, however, he was cloaked in ominous silence.

"Sir, if word hasn't gotten out much about our investigation, perhaps we can send out a shipment of fighters with trackers installed. Shielded trackers, to protect them from the ion flash. Then we could find the pirates that way!"

"Yes. We will find them," Grimthorn said in a low, strangled voice.

Something about his demeanor deeply concerned Kinnit.

"Sir? Are you... okay?"

"I will be, Assistant Kinnit. Because it is my purpose to kill every pirate in the galaxy."

He gripped the back of his chair so hard that the plastic made distressed cracking sounds.

"Bugs are what they are. They're destructive and greedy. It's built into them. But pirates choose their profession. And the hate I hold for the bugs is like tender affection compared to how I feel about pirates."

He visibly regained control of himself.

"Kinnit, let's go find some pirates."


SEVEN
HUNTING PIRATES


It was a bare patch of space: no stations, no stars, no resources. There weren't any nebulae, binaries, or other interesting sights nearby. It was simply a jumphole nexus, a waypoint, a small collection of jumpholes used for navigation.

A tiny towship lurked in the bare patch, dark and silent. It was covered in black, scanner-absorptive paint and ran active anti-detection algorithms to distort its energy signature. It was as close to invisible as you could get without being dark matter.

Marle and Drexel manned the towship. Marle, in the captain's chair, was snoozing, and Drexel was playing a game on his scanner.

A small, intensely blue light on the console started flashing. Drexel sat up.

"Marle? Marle! We have got incoming."

He tapped his partner on the shoulder. She snorted awake and lashed out at him before she was fully conscious, her fist nearly connecting with the side of his head.

"Marle, we have got incoming," he repeated.

She scowled at him, but leaned forward to start charging the ion array. It would take a few minutes to reach full charge. Everything in the towship was undersized and underpowered in an effort to suppress their energy signature, so everything took extra time.

Drexel activated the jumphole scanner. It was fitted with extra sensors to analyze the energy fluctuations from the jumphole, allowing them to accurately determine exactly when a ship was about to emerge.

"Turn that garbage off," Marle commanded.

"But why? We want to know when it shows up, right?"

She reached over and switched off the scanner.

"How many times have we done this? You think we really need to know exactly when it's going to show up? Save the energy signature."

They waited long minutes. Their view panel showed an uninteresting spray of stars. Drexel tried to look at where he thought the jumphole might be, guessing where the ship would pop in. But since jumpholes were just twisting vibrations of dark energy in the space-time continuum, they weren't visible.

When the ship finally arrived, it was anticlimactic. One moment it wasn't there, and the next it was. A small, bone-white towship appeared, trailing twelve Vylar fighters, loosely connected like a string of beads. The automated towship was triangular and featureless. Small sprays of propellant reoriented the small ship on the next jumphole.

"Can I shoot it this time?" Drexel asked.

"We're not shooting it," she growled. "It are an ion emission flasher. It are--never mind, I might as well explain to a brick. Yeah, you can hit the button. But do wait until it's within 5 miles."

Drexel eagerly watched the rangefinder tick down as the Vylar towship approached their position. 5.4... 5.3... 5.2... 5.1...

"Hit it," Marle said.

Drexel twisted the dial that activated the ion flasher.

The lights on the Vylar towship flickered and went out, and, most importantly, so did the security system.

"Okay, Drexel, suit up and do get ready to go exo-vehicular."

"On it!"

He stood and scuttled off the bridge into the tiny living area to squeeze into his spacesuit. Marle activated the engines to bring them near the Vylar towship.

The stealth towship came up behind the last fighter in the string. Marle carefully navigated to line up perfectly on the fighter. She actuated a control, and dozens of thin, spiked cables whipped out of the stealth towship and slapped into the fighter, sticking to it like vines. Marle lit up her reverse thrusters, pulling against the fighter, carefully slowing the whole chain down.

"Are you ready to go EV?" she asked.

"Yep. I are at the airlock."

"We will hit target speed in 90 seconds. Be quick."

Drexel entered the airlock. It was the smallest style of airlock, form-fitted to the back half of his spacesuit. He backed in, his suit clicking into place as powerful magnets locked him in.

He activated the airlock, and the whole assembly spun 180 degrees, rotating that section of the hull. Now, Drexel was attached to the outside of the ship.

Drexel grinned with satisfaction as he was flipped to the exterior. He loved their airlock. It was small, fast, and it only lost a tiny amount of air during the cycle. Much more efficient than those Imperium ships that wasted a whole roomful of air any time anybody wanted to go EV.

Drexel grabbed the towline, detached from the ship, and pushed off, floating along the line of fighters. He passed one, then the next. He activated his mag boots, which sucked him toward the third-to last fighter in the chain.

With a clunk that he could feel but not hear, he stuck to the tail of the fighter. He pulled some extra slack on the towline and walked toward the connecting towline between the two fighters. He attached their towline to the Vylar towline with a shunt connection.

"Ready to transfer," he said.

"We are nearly to target speed," Marle replied. She gave the reverse thrusters a little more juice, slowing the chain down more.

The Vylar towlines had a built-in safety feature that would not allow them to cleanly disconnect if the towing caravan was traveling over a certain speed. They could simply cut the towline, of course, but that would leave the mangled end of the towline connected to the last fighter, which would raise eyebrows even among the famously apathetic Vylar.

It was a ticklish operation, but they'd had lots of practice.

"Target speed reached," Marle said.

Drexel activated the shunt, which sent the disconnect signal to the towline. It twisted open and released the fighter in front.

"Line's disconnected," Drexel said.

"Get back inside, and I'll turn off the ion flasher."

Drexel pushed off and drifted back to their ship, now connected to two Vylar fighters. He cycled back into the ship and started decanting from his suit.

"I are clear," he yelled. Marle nodded and dialed back the ion flasher. The Vylar towship slowly reactivated. Lights returned and the engines reignited. It cycled up its engines, getting back to speed, and flew into the next jumphole, vanishing as unimpressively as it had arrived.

"Two new fighters, hot dog!" Drexel yelled as Marle piloted them toward a third jumphole, careful not to put too much tension on the towline as they got up to speed. "What do we get, 100,000 credits each?"

"Ask the boss," Marle replied, her focus still on her piloting. "I don't worry about the money, I just do the work."

"Yeah, but our bonus is based on the sale price." Drexel grinned hugely. "Hot dog, I love my job! Making money like this are so easy it ought to be illegal!"

"It are illegal, you dumb llando."

Unfazed, Drexel imagined what he'd be doing with his bonus.

A shadow passed across Marle's face.

"Before we jump, deep-scan these fighters," she said. "Look for anything strange."

"Why? What's wrong?"

"I dunno. I just did get a weird feeling."

Drexel shrugged. He didn't have any feeling about the fighters except that they were a payday, but Marle was the brains, so he knew to just do what she said. He activated the scanner and watched the console.

"Nothing. No emissions, no energy usage, no passive receivers, nothing."

"Hm. Okay. Well, let us get home then."

Marle, despite her misgivings, turned the ship toward the jumphole and eased the throttle forward.
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They arrived at the Stone Pirate home base. It was an asteroid, but only on average. Mostly it was a loose collection of rocks, ice, and junk, lashed together with space cabling and spare parts. Bespoke ships dotted the space around it.

Their comm screen lit up.

"This are Captain Thion of the Stone Pirates. State your password and purpose," a voice rang through the cabin.

"Open the dock, krellspawn," Marle said. "My password is 'I have got two Vylar fighters in tow, so shut up and let me in.'"

"Perfect password," came the laughing voice from the other end. "Welcome back."

Marle navigated toward the dock. She was so focused on docking that she didn't notice one of her sensors blinking rapidly.

"Yeah, bring that money home to papa," came the voice from their comm.

"Why do you have to make it weird, cap?" Drexel asked.

"It are only weird if you make it weird. And I do make it weird."

Marle, tight-lipped with concentration, shook her head and sighed in resignation.

At long last, she docked safely. She shut down her engines and stretched, her joints cracking.

"Same bonus as usual, cap?" she asked.

"Your bonus are as reliable as you, ducky."

She rolled her eyes and stood. She was preparing to power down the ship when the blinking caught her eye.

"Why are we getting a signal warning? Drexel, you did scan those ships, didn't you?"

"Yeah, of course. Full deep-scan. No energy signature at all."

"Scan them again."

He did. This time the sensor spectrum lit up like a binary collision.

"What?! There were nothing, I swear! Look, there are still no energy signature! The fighters aren't using any power at all!"

Marle's stomach dropped.

"It are not a transmitter," she said. "It are a reflector."

She scrambled to activate the comm.

"Cap! Shut the base down! The fighters are bugged! They're reflecting the EM from the base to give away our location! Shut it all down now!"

Drexel tugged at her sleeve. She wheeled on him, ready to backhand his stupid face for interrupting her, but he had the look of a man staring into his own open grave. He pointed at the screen.

From their jumphole streamed ships: tens, dozens, hundreds. Imperial cruisers, frigates, destroyers, and they just kept coming. They formed an array against the asteroid, and were capped by the arrival of an Imperium flagship, long and proud and gleaming in the starlight.

The comms lit back up with a broadcast. Every screen in the base popped on.

A dark figure appeared on the screen, broad-shouldered and tall, with graying hair and piercing eyes. His face was hard with anger. At the bottom of the screen, another person was barely visible; only the top of a head. It appeared to be a lizardman of some sort.

The glowering figure spoke.

"This is Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist of the Ninth Fleet, Imperium."

After a long moment of silence, the pirate Captain Thion came online. His face was more somber than Marle had ever seen. His trademark smirk was gone now.

"This are Captain Thion of the Stone Pirates. What are your business here?"

"You have stolen from allies of the Imperium. You have supported enemies of the Imperium. And you have caused the deaths of citizens of the Imperium. Do you deny any of these charges?"

There was a long silence.

"Would you be here if I could?" Captain Thion answered.

Grimthorn nodded in acknowledgment. "I am here to bring you to justice."

"We... we do surrender," Captain Thion said.

Admiral Stonefist lifted an eyebrow.

"I don't recall asking for your surrender. All ships, charge weapons."

"Sir!" said the lizardman-thing in a shocked voice.

"The Imperium protects her citizens," Admiral Stonefist said. "All hail the Imperium."

"All hail!" came the transmission from a thousand ships.

And a rain of righteous fury poured out onto the pirate base.
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Hours later, Kinnit sat at her table, quivering, unspilled tears filling her eyes. The light of ten thousand blasters still stung her vision as she stared down, unseeing.

The pirate base was gone. It had to have been merciful, at least. The combined firepower of the entire Ninth Fleet had briefly been turned loose, and it had been beyond anything Kinnit could ever have imagined.

She took a deep, shaky breath. The results of the deep scan would tell them later how many pirates had been killed, she was sure.

Her scanner had some details pulled up, some of the known exploits of the Stone Pirates. She'd had a thought that if she knew what kinds of horrible crimes they'd committed--crimes even beyond enabling the Insectoids to kill Imperial citizens--she could tamp down some of the guilt raging through her. But she couldn't bring herself to look at the data.

Her fault. It had been her idea to use EM reflectors to track the pirates. And Admiral Stonefist had, as promised, brought the mighty arm of the Imperium down on the Stone Pirates.

She panted, on the verge of hyperventilating. It was one thing to know what the pirates deserved, to know that the victims of Yellow Dog sector had received a small measure of justice, to know that the galaxy was safer now.

But it was another thing entirely to look directly into the eyes of a man as you killed him. Even if the killing was swift.

She squeezed her eyes shut, tears beginning to overflow.

And the worst part, strangely, was knowing that if she had not succeeded in her investigation, Admiral Stonefist would have turned that stony gaze and the blasters of the Ninth Fleet on the innocent Vylar, with no more pity than he showed the pirates.

She suddenly felt the deep and profound responsibility of her work. And the consequences of failing to do it well.

The door to the Admiral's office slid open, and the Admiral himself walked in, tall and proud and cold. He paused as he walked by her, staring at her with an unreadable expression. He finally sat at his desk and began tapping at his console.

"Fetch me the Vylar data on the stolen ships," he said. "I need to prepare my after-action report."

She stood unsteadily, one hand on the table to stabilize herself.

"That's all?" she said. "That... what we did doesn't affect you? How can you be so cold?"

His hands froze on his keyboard. He appeared to struggle within himself for a response. Then he looked deep into her eyes and his expression softened, seemingly against his will.

"I've seen enough of what pirates do," he said. "Every life of theirs saves a hundred lives in the Imperium. Everything pirates have, they take, and what they don't take, they destroy. What they don't destroy they--they use up. And not for good, or for honor, or for glory, or even for territory. Not for their people or their cause. They take because they can. They destroy ten to get one, and then waste the one."

Kinnit stared at him, her bottom lip quivering.

"As I suspected," he said, "you are too soft for this work." And he turned to his console.

Kinnit strode over to him in a blind fury. She stood over his seated form, leaned over him, and put her finger in his face. He leaned back in shock.

"You thought I was soft when I investigated the stolen Vylar ships," she spat. "And you thought it was a waste of time." She rolled over his protest. "Well, I saved the Vylar from your vengeance. And I found those responsible. So don't you dare call me soft."

And she spun on her heel and stormed out of his office.


EIGHT
THE BOLT OF JUSTICE


Lieutenant Dol fumed and paced. He was in a dimly-lit slot between two cargo bays, an unused area, one of a thousand tiny such slices of extra space on the ISS Swordheart. A tiny space with no cameras or microphones.

A dark figure slipped in. Lieutenant Dol's face turned red with suffused anger.

"You're late!" he whispered.

The dark figure smiled.

"You don't ask for the passphrase?"

Lieutenant Dol rolled his eyes.

"Fine, then. What's the passphrase?"

"The bolt of justice..."

"...flies from the shadows," Dol finished. "Now what do you want?"

The dark figure's smile faded.

"I want the world remade. But we're not here for what I want. What do you want, young Lieutenant?"

Lieutenant Dol's mouth pinched.

"I want revenge."

That thin smile re-emerged.

"I suspected as much. And I suspect who."

"Admiral Stonefist," Dol said without hesitation. "I was doing my job, perfectly fine, thank you, and he threw me off the bridge for no reason! Just because I dared to question his order that, by the way, ended up shutting down half the ship!"

The dark figure nodded.

"Yes, Admiral Stonefist is quite a problem, isn't he?"

"And then do you know what he did? He put a note in my personnel file. 'No longer fit for bridge duty!' He's trying to destroy my whole career, just to protect his fragile little ego!"

The dark figure smiled as Lieutenant Dol ranted.

"He has this killer rep as the hero of Arcturus, but he spends most of his time shuffling papers. Which is good, because when he does anything on the bridge, the whole thing ends in disaster! But no, I'm the one who's unfit for bridge duty!"

A long, thin hand patted Dol's shoulder.

"It's been difficult for you, hasn't it?"

Dol mulishly stuck out his jaw and nodded.

"What if I told you there was a way for you to get Admiral Stonefist out of the way? Through... forced retirement, let's say?"

Lieutenant Dol paused. The question buzzed in his mind. He felt balanced on the edge of a razor. He was not a reflective young man, but he sensed that this decision would chart the course of the rest of his life.

The dark figure spoke again.

"And with Admiral Stonefist out of the way, your record could be cleared. You could be back on the bridge, if you wanted. Naturally, a talented young man like yourself would rise in the Imperium. Perhaps someday even... Captain?"

A smile quirked the corner of Dol's mouth at the title. Captain Dol. It sounded just about right to him.

"I... it wouldn't have to be anything too bad, right?"

"Well, Admiral Stonefist would have to be thoroughly humiliated. They don't force Admirals into retirement for no reason. Very public humiliation."

Lieutenant Dol's smile grew.

"What would I have to do?" he asked.

"Only two very simple things. One, file an anonymous grievance about the handling of the Stone Pirates."

Dol nodded. "I was thinking about doing that anyway."

"Of course, a talented young Lieutenant like yourself, naturally that's what you'd do."

"What's the other thing?"

"Next time we resupply, you need to let someone on board where they won't be seen. And ask no questions."

Dol's gut roiled. But the image came to him of Admiral Stonefist, on his hands and knees, humiliated and weeping, and Lieutenant Dol--no, Captain Dol in the captain's dais on the bridge of the ISS Swordheart, every eye on him and every ear attuned to his voice.

"Tell me where and when."

The dark figure spun out the details as Dol listened carefully.

"Now don't be sloppy, young Lieutenant," the figure finished. "Until this is all done, it will backfire on you badly if you are caught. Tell no one. Secrecy must be absolute."

"I'll say nothing. It will be worth it just to shut that stupid old man's face up."

Lieutenant Dol grinned at his imagination as the dark figure withdrew.
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Admiral Stonefist sat at his desk, shaken. His plan to drive Kinnit out of the service had hit a snag. Instead of failing as thoroughly as he'd expected, she'd exonerated the Vylar and helped the Imperium locate a pirate base.

He drew in an unsteady breath. She'd saved him from attacking innocent people.

He'd spilled plenty of blood in his career. You didn't expand the borders of the Imperium without creating a lot of enemies. But the answers had always seemed so clear, justice so simple.

Until Kinnit, that is.

His stern expression softened as he remembered her dressing him down. It had been a long time since anyone had had the guts to give him the rough side of their tongue. He grinned. She was a treasure and an asset.

His features fell as uncomfortable feelings surfaced again.

She was an asset, but he still had to drive her out of the service. All her protestations to the contrary aside, she was too soft-hearted. If she quailed at burning out a pirate infestation, then she couldn't be depended on when the decisions became truly difficult. Since she could never be a full citizen, it would be better that she stopped trying so hard to become one. And if she were away from him, her luminous eyes and chipper smile would no longer haunt him.

He shook his head. Where had that strange thought come from?

In any case, she hadn't failed as he'd needed her to, so he'd have to find another means to make her want to quit. He'd have to be harder, less kind.

If she thought she was tough, he'd just have to be tougher.

He took a deep breath through his nostrils. He was strong enough to expand the Imperium. He would be strong enough for this.
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Kinnit sat in the mess hall late in the evening, nursing a coffee. Lucy, the spindly, spider-like lunch lady, came over and sat down next to her.

"Anything you need to talk about, hon?" she asked warmly.

"No, I--I'm just thinking."

Lucy nodded.

"Well you can tell me to go away if I'm being nosy, but you look like the galaxy shipped you an extra load of troubles."

Kinnit gave her a smile, quivering and unconvincing. She opened her mouth to thank Lucy and tell her she was fine.

"He's just so mean," is what came out instead.

"Old Admiral Stoneface?"

Kinnit giggle-sobbed at the moniker.

"He is kind of a stone face, isn't he?"

"Here, I got you a little something," Lucy said. "I looked up your bio profile and... well, you're close enough to Terran for this to do you some good."

She uncorked a small bottle and strong vapors attacked Kinnit's senses. Reflexively, Kinnit slapped her hands over her nose.

"Shorry," she said, speaking with her nose pinched shut. "I have a shensitve schniffer. That's... a shtrong shmell."

Lucy laughed and poured some in Kinnit's coffee.

"There, that'll help with the smell. Haven't you smelled alcohol before?"

Kinnit carefully uncovered her nose.

"Erm. Not really. Is that Terran alcohol? We have fermented fruits back home sometimes, but they don't smell like that."

Lucy smiled.

"The Terrans spent a lot of time learning how to make this stuff. Too much is bad news, but a little bit might help."

Kinnit experimentally sipped her adulterated coffee and made a face. But she didn't want to disappoint Lucy, who'd made a gift of the alcohol.

"So tell me about mean old Stoneface, hon," Lucy said.

Kinnit sighed.

"He--he's a great man, I know he is," she said. "He's just so stubborn. And he acts like he's always right about everything."

"Hon, you just described every man in the galaxy." Lucy took a swig from her little bottle. Kinnit giggled and took another sip of her coffee without thinking. She coughed at the unexpected taste.

"It's just... sometimes he says the most awful things. And I know, I know he doesn't mean them the way they sound. But they still hurt."

"Still describing every man, hon."

Kinnit frowned. Her head was swimming a little.

"I had this thought that I could reach him. Help him. I want so badly to be a good helper for him."

Lucy gave her a level look.

"Is there something else there, hon? Something beyond... what you should be feeling? As an Assistant?"

Kinnit looked at her uncomprehendingly for a moment. Then she snorted and sprayed laughter; the sloppy, easy laughter of the slightly tippled.

"No, no, nothing like that at all. But he's my inspiration. The Imperium is everything I ever wanted. For myself and my people. And he is the Imperium."

"Well, you got that right. If you cut him open all you'd find in there is honor denser than a neutron star."

"That's right!" Kinnit stood, swaying slightly, and gave a sloppy salute, nearly knocking over her half-empty cup of coffee. "Labor! Honor! Gloria! All hail the Imperium!" she shouted to the empty mess hall.

Lucy laughed.

"Sit down, you."

Kinnit sat, smiled at Lucy uncertainly, and drank some more coffee.

"You know, Lucy, I feel like I could talk to you forever."

"Well, I could listen... until the end of my shift."

Kinnit sprayed laughter again.

"Look," said Lucy, "It's not you. Old Stoneface is notoriously hard to get along with. Why do you think he doesn't have an Assistant after so many years in the Navy? He's just got his own ways. Have you thought about putting in for a transfer?"

"Absolutely not," Kinnit said, her eyes bright and clear. "The Imperium has already done so much for me and my people. I want us to do more than exist. I want us to matter. And to help others the way we've been helped. That is my life's goal, and being a good Assistant to the great Admiral is a big step for us."

Kinnit nodded with determination and drained her coffee.

"You're right, Lucy. You've helped me understand what's important. No matter how hard it gets, I won't stop. I was strong enough to get here, and I'm strong enough to get through. I will."

"Did I say all that?"

Ignoring her, Kinnit stood and saluted firmly.

"My all for the Imperium," she said. And then she slowly toppled over.

"I think we need to get you to bed, hon." Lucy looked at the empty coffee cup. "And... maybe Terran alcohol is not for you after all."
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Kinnit sat at her table the next morning, nursing a headache. She was struggling to get the data together for the Admiral's report on the Stone Pirates. She was feeling tired and unwell, but she had fresh determination and a will to be the best Assistant in the galaxy.

Admiral Stonefist strode in later than usual. He sat silently at his desk and began working. He looked distracted and irritable.

They worked in silence for a time. Then Admiral Stonefist took a deep breath and set himself.

"Kinnit, coffee," he said shortly.

"Yes, sir!" she chirped. She popped up from her seat, smiling through her headache, and walked over to the kitchenette to prepare coffee. Admiral Stonefist stayed studiously focused on his console.

After a few minutes, she brought him a cup. He took a sip, made a face and dropped the cup straight into the reclamator. He stood.

"Never mind, I'll make it myself. I shouldn't have expected a Subject Species to know what tastes good."

She paused, taken aback.

"I'm sorry, sir, if you'll tell me what's wrong with it, I'll--"

"Forget it." He dumped out the rest of the pot and began remaking it.

She sat back at her desk, her face crumpling. Was he upset about something? She turned back to her work.

Later, she brought the collected data of the Stone Pirate reports to him. He frowned as he flipped through the data.

"Assistant, I'm preparing a report for the Order of the Spear. I need better work than this."

"Sir?"

He waved the sheaf of slips around.

"This is all just a jumble. It doesn't make any sense. I can't bring this before the Order."

"Oh, I'm... I'm sorry sir. Maybe I can reorganize--"

"Forget it. I'll fix it. This is complicated data. Maybe I just had too high an expectation for an SS."

He turned back to his console and began tapping away.

Her brow drew down, but she went back to work on her next task.

Throughout the day, Admiral Stonefist needled and nitpicked, finding fault in every single thing she did, and making up fault where he couldn't find any. And everywhere he could, he let her know, "I shouldn't have expected any better out of an SS."

By late afternoon, her face was stormy. She tried to suppress her feelings, but her face was as easy to read as an unencrypted broadcast on every frequency. Her spirit stung with every word that dropped from his mouth.

Her heart ached. She was failing. But as she walked out of his office for the day, she paused and set herself. She would endure. She would get better. She would become the Assistant he needed. Too much was at stake to do otherwise.

Head held high, she walked back to her quarters.
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Grimthorn watched her walk out of his office, clinging to the tatters of her dignity. The door slid shut behind her, and he clutched his stomach, groaning.

It was a poisoned mantle he wore. He wanted to throw up. He'd seen her flinch at every barb, every casually hurtful word, all day. He'd watched her natural bubbly cheerfulness drain away, replaced by hurt and grim determination.

Surely she could not endure it much longer. He knew he couldn't.


NINE
THE ORDER OF THE SPEAR


Admiral Stonefist was up early, preparing for the day's meeting with the Order of the Spear. He shaved and donned his uniform, pressing it and wearing it carefully, as though he were armoring up for battle.

The ISS Swordheart was already at the rendezvous. This quarter's meeting of the Order would be held on the Swordheart. They rotated whose flagship hosted the meeting. Not that there was much of a home field advantage.

Grimthorn paused at the door to his quarters--on the other side was the world of bureaucracy, waiting to reclaim him. He'd had a couple of forays into actual work again--saving people, destroying pirates--and now it was time to pay for it.

He blew air through his nose, his mouth tight. It shouldn't be this way.

He took a moment to regain control of his temper. He wasn't even in the meeting yet and he was already angry.

But perhaps... perhaps everybody would just be calm today. Perhaps they could just get through the paperwork and everyone could go home happy. Perhaps.

With little hope, he opened the door.

Kinnit was waiting in the hallway outside his quarters. She saluted as the door opened.

And now this problem, he thought.

"Assistant, what are you doing in front of my quarters?"

"I brought the reports and documents you'll need for your meeting, sir. Given the hour, I believed you'd want to go to the meeting directly from your quarters instead of stopping by your office."

She held out a pocket drive and a stasis mug.

"I also brought you some coffee. It's from the mess hall, so it's not... Kobold-made."

His mouth automatically opened to thank her, and he froze. He couldn't let up. She had to be away from here. If he slipped at all, if he let her ever think that there was a path up or away from the relentless grind of the job, she might try to fight through it.

He carefully screwed his mouth shut into a hard frown. He took the drive and the coffee.

"Don't hang out in front of my quarters," he said. "It's creepy. Not that I'd expect an SS to understand."

He felt almost as though he were standing outside his own body, watching himself say these awful things. In his mind, he screamed imprecations at himself, furious. It was wrong. It was unjust. But it was necessary.

He must drive her out.

By the time they arrived at the meeting chamber, he was a mess of emotions: upset, worry, and sadness, but above all a towering fury.

His face was perfectly still, betraying nothing.

"Wait here with the other Assistants," he said to Kinnit. He handed her the half-empty stasis mug. "The Order is private."

"Understood, sir."

He tried to gather the energy to throw another dig at her, but he didn't have it in him. Not right now.

He looked at the other Admiral's Assistants gathered there. None of the other Assistants were SS. Most of them were actual officers, lieutenants. He turned away.

He strode into the meeting chamber, hat under one arm, scanner in his off hand. Everyone else was already seated: Admiral Lander Dermot on the left, Admiral Cora Din on the right, and old Admiral Balia directly across.

"Tardy, as usual," Dermot said, his trademark sneer curling his lip already. His bulk overflowed the conference chair.

"I am precisely on time," Grimthorn said, without even checking his scanner.

"To fail to be early is to be late," said Cora Din in her nasally, drawn-out voice. She was ghastly thin with a long nose and a protuberant dorsal hump.

Admiral Stonefist ignored all this and saluted.

"Admiral Balia," he said. "Good to see you again."

Admiral Balia looked at him with rheumy eyes, his mouth open and no sign of comprehension on his face.

Grimthorn's mouth tightened. Some days, Balia was more lucid, almost like his old self, and would help rein in some of the stupidity of this meeting.

Today, it seemed, was not going to be one of those days.

Admiral Stonefist seated himself. There was a round of requisite meeting administrivia; then they began.

"To begin," said Cora Din, "I want to bring up a matter of concern that has been brought to my attention."

"Me, too," said Admiral Dermot. "But I will yield the floor to Admiral Cora Din."

She nodded with faux graciousness.

"Admiral Stonefist," Cora Din said, "an anonymous grievance has been filed over your handling of the Stone Pirates."

"And?"

"Are you not curious to hear the grievance?"

"Not especially. There are many grievances in the Imperium. Is the purpose of this meeting to address each one individually?"

She folded her hands together and leaned over the table.

"It is precisely this utter lack of introspection that concerns me, Admiral."

"Then you must have a pleasant life, Admiral Cora Din, if this minor matter is your greatest concern."

She frowned deeply and hard, with a face long accustomed to deep frowns. She cleared her throat theatrically.

"The grievance concerns your handling of the pirates. Apparently they tried to surrender, but you opened fire on them anyway. Is this correct?"

"Did the workers of Yellow Dog sector have the opportunity to surrender?"

"That is irrelevant to the grievance."

Admiral Stonefist took a moment to keep his temper under control.

"If the Swordheart had not arrived in time, the outpost at Yellow Dog sector would have been destroyed. Every citizen there now would be dead. And you feel this is not... relevant?"

"To the grievance, no," Admiral Dermot interjected. "Let's stick to the facts of the Stone Pirates, and not fall into speculation about what might have happened to a bunch of posties if you hadn't gone white-knighting after them."

"I dealt with the pirates as the Imperium has always dealt with the pirates," Grimthorn growled. "Terminally."

"Admiral Stonefist," Cora Din said, "you cannot simply do what you like. You are not some Wild West cowboy. The Ninth Fleet is not your rootin' tootin' revolver out on the wild frontier. You are a military man. And you should act like it."

Admiral Stonefist sat silent, his face immobile.

"Don't you have anything to say for yourself?"

His temper flared visibly.

"Say for myself? My mandate is to protect the Imperium. I did so. What do you have to say for yourself, that you seem to have a problem with that?"

She bristled.

"Admiral, I'm going to file for a formal censure of your office."

"Oh no, you're going to file paperwork at me. Whatever shall I do?"

Admiral Dermot cut in again.

"Let's not be snide, Admiral Stonefist. Actually, I also wanted to discuss recent events."

"Do tell."

"I wanted to ask about this so-called 'rescue' in Yellow Dog sector. According to the reports, you detonated an ion shell within a half mile of your own ship?"

"No. I detonated twelve ion shells within a half mile of my own ship. Simultaneously."

Dermot's jowls jiggled as he shook his head.

"You seem to think this is some kind of joke, or a contest of manliness. I don't see that. What I see is a reckless cowboy, to borrow Admiral Cora Din's analogy, who put every life on his ship in danger for a misguided attempt to play the hero."

"Then tell me, Admiral Dermot," Grimthorn said in the careful tones of a man who was clinging to self-control with his fingernails, "how would you have defeated so large a fleet of fighters?"

Dermot rolled back in his chair.

"Very simple. I would have waited for the rest of the fleet. Overwhelming force to wipe them out."

"Every soul on that outpost would have been well dead by the time the fleet arrived."

Admiral Dermot spread his hands.

"That's the way it is, sometimes. It's not worth risking an entire ship and crew for a few workers."

"Wrong!" Admiral Stonefist bolted to his feet. "Every man in the Navy of the Imperium swore an oath to protect the Imperium and her citizens. Including you. Every man in my fleet knows that it is his job to die to protect them." Grimthorn gesticulated firmly. "What use are our pretty ships and fancy uniforms if we protect them at the expense of those who depend on us? Yours are the words of a rank coward!"

"Now, now see here--" sputtered Dermot.

"I will not sit here and be lectured about how to run away from danger, just to keep my shiny ship and medals. Protecting the Imperium is my oath and my honor."

He seethed, looking down at the shocked faces around the table.

"Admiral Balia, have you anything to add?" Grimthorn asked.

"Eh? What'd he say?"

"Then I take my leave."

Admiral Stonefist turned and strode out of the meeting chamber, cold fury in every line of movement.

He exited the chamber and paused, struggling to regain control of his temper.

"I have your coffee, sir," said Kinnit. The other Assistants stood together a small distance away, smirking as though they'd shared a nasty joke.

Admiral Stonefist ignored her.

"Do you have something to share, Lieutenant?" Grimthorn asked one of the other Assistants.

"You might want to train your goblin better," one of them said. "She walked in on a private staff meeting."

The other Assistants snickered.

"I'm sorry, sir," Kinnit said quietly. "They told me that I was expected to serve coffee in the other meetings while I was waiting for you, so I did."

"A real Assistant would have known better," the Lieutenant said. "But what else could you expect from an SS?"

Before his brain could engage, Grimthorn turned and punched the man so hard that he flew ten feet before he hit the ground.
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A few days later, Lieutenant Dol lingered outside one of the disused inter-ship conduits, chuckling darkly as he paged through the ship's gossip comm on his scanner. He actually giggle-snorted at the graphic description that was circulating of Admiral Stonefist punching another admiral's Assistant.

Early retirement, indeed. Stonefist was well on his way. Lieutenant Dol had done his part, and the shadowy figure had done theirs.

And now, this last duty for Dol. He lounged around the conduit, trying to look innocent, but he would be hard-pressed to explain what he was doing way back here at the cargo-loading end of the ship. Even if they were docked for supplies.

He peered around. He looked so suspicious that he would almost certainly have been reported if there had been anyone around to see him.

A faint rapping came from the other side of the conduit hatch in a specific pattern. With one last look around, Dol punched in the generic cargo loader access code. The hatch hissed open and a cloaked figure darted through, barely even pausing to glance at the young Lieutenant. The figure disappeared down a service hall.

Dol gasped. The figure had been too cloaked and his presence too brief to make out an identity, or even a species. But that glance had revealed to the young Lieutenant eyes that were totally black, with what looked like a sprinkling of stars scattered through them.

Lieutenant Dol pressed the button to close the hatch again, deeply unsettled. He felt, for the first time, that he'd been swimming in waters far deeper than he'd realized.

He shook his head. That couldn't have been--surely not. After all, the Qhall were just fairy tales.

Weren't they?
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Kinnit sat on the edge of her bed in her quarters, turning things over in her mind. An adventure novel was open on the scanner in her hands, but she was staring through it, lost in thought.

She was trying to understand what had been going on lately. Admiral Stonefist had seemed to be warming up to her, but just recently became so cold and rude and always needling her about being an SS. And then today, he'd punched one of the other Assistant's lights out for saying almost the exact thing the Admiral had been saying to her for days.

Not that she minded the punching, such as it was. Watching that twerp sail through the air and seeing the shocked faces of the other Assistants had been so intensely gratifying. She giggled a little again, remembering.

But now Admiral Stonefist was in a disciplinary hearing, and the Assistant he hit was taking up a bed in medbay, and there was bound to be more fallout. So why did he do that? Was he disappointed that she was an SS or not?

Filled with questions that had no answer, she sat in her bunk and brooded.
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Attn: Lieutenant Voth,

I am writing to formally express my sincere apologies for the violence you experienced at my hands this Tuesday. My actions were inexcusable, and I am deeply sorry for my behavior. My office will cover all medical and lost-time expenses relating to this incident.

Please accept my deepest apologies and sincerest wishes for your recovery.

Sincerely, Adm. Grimthorn Stonefist, Ninth Fleet.

P.S. For your own safety, do not speak to my Assistant again.

Admiral Stonefist leaned back in his chair. This kind of formal missive was not his strong suit. He felt that it probably needed more work to sound appropriately apologetic. Especially since he didn't feel very apologetic at all.

He frowned. This was exactly the kind of thing he needed Kinnit for.

His thoughts all ran away as soon as she appeared in his mind. He had to acknowledge that his plan had failed. Whether his efforts to drive her out of the Navy were working on her, they were certainly working on him. It took too heavy an emotional toll on him to keep it up.

Unless Lieutenant Voth was willing to volunteer to get punched every couple of days. The thought made Grimthorn smile thinly.

But his humor faded as he considered the problem in front of him.

He needed to sit down and have a real talk with Kinnit.


TEN
FIGURING OUT AN APOLOGY


The next morning, Kinnit paused before entering Admiral Stonefist's office. She'd worried herself sleepless the night before. A healthy dose of coffee would get her through the day, but she still didn't know how to deal with the Admiral.

When she first arrived on board, he'd been... well, not warm, exactly, but more helpful. More like a mentor. More willing to listen. Rough and harsh, but ultimately fair. Now, she felt as though she couldn't do anything right.

She'd gone over and over the last few weeks in her mind to figure out what she'd done wrong, or if she'd acted differently. If she were making more mistakes than before, or if she'd said something to make him lose faith in her loyalty or capability. But all her fretting and reflection did not bring her a single insight.

It wasn't even as though anybody was talking bad about her--she hadn't been there long enough to make any enemies. The only bad interaction had been with the other Assistants, who'd only engaged in typical hazing. Which had led to Admiral Stonefist's violent reaction.

She'd heard the old saw, "never meet your heroes." And Admiral Stonefist, well, he wasn't her hero per se, but she had a lot of admiration for him. In all the stories and vids, he was the very model of the Imperium ideal. Strong. Honorable. Always victorious.

And despite how he'd been treating her, she still admired him. Despite the insults and the nitpicking, she knew that she was Assistant to the greatest military mind in living memory. She knew that he was honorable, and always would be. And she knew that he would always work for the good of the Imperium, even when the Imperium worked against him.

She shook her head. He could be so stern, so serious, so cold. But he cared, really cared about the people of the Imperium.

So why didn't he care about her?

She took a deep breath and set her jaw.

The greatest Admiral in the Imperium deserved the greatest Assistant in the Imperium.

And whether he liked it or not, she would be that Assistant.

She opened the door and marched in.
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Admiral Stonefist had determined to talk to Kinnit today. It was a hard resolution to make, but not nearly as hard as figuring out how to start. How could he even have that conversation? "Hey, sorry that I've been treating you like garbage and trying to drive you out of the service for a few days. If you left the Navy, that would be great, but I'm sorry I did it."

Not that it would be great if she left. In fact, it would be a disaster. He gazed at his tidy, organized desk and shifted uncomfortably.

For that matter, why had he been trying to drive her out? It wasn't as though the Navy weren't full of useless people who were a danger to themselves. And if she got hurt or disappointed, well, that happened. Lots of people were disappointed with the way their lives turned out. So why did it upset him so deeply to think of her going through that?

He thought of her cute little face crumpling up in sadness, and a spike of guilt stabbed him. He had put that look on her face in an effort to keep it off.

But more than that--what was worse than the guilt, worse than crushing her cheerful heart, was the thought of the Navy grinding away her bright, chipper spirit, turning her into just another drone bureaucrat. Blanking out her precious smile and turning her charming naiveté into the guarded hostility that the Navy always seemed to engender.

The worst possible outcome was not just to have her go away, but rather to take away from her everything that made her special and unique.

But as he thought through things, he belatedly realized that her love for the Navy and her rock-solid faith in the ideals of the Imperium were exactly what made her special and unique. Her enthusiasm and charm when she saluted, her high, fluty voice when she recited the Imperial Oath, her delight when she found ways to live the Imperial motto. Those were as much a part of her as her high cheeks and infectious laugh.

Taking her away from the Navy would be as bad as leaving her in it.

He sighed.

He couldn't protect her by sending her away. All he could do was prepare her. Help her find a way to do the work she loved, the work she believed in, while still holding on to her spirit.

But he hadn't even been able to hold on to his own spirit. How could he help so fragile a soul cling to hers?

The door to his office slid open, sounding its warning tone. She stood there, looking at him, and all his orderly thoughts and noble intentions scattered away. He was glad to see her and inexplicably fearful at the same time. He buried his face in his console.

"Morning," he mumbled.

Kinnit strode purposefully to her table and organized her work for the day. Then she approached his desk and saluted.

"Shall I fetch us some coffee, sir?" she asked.

Reluctant to meet her eyes, he answered while staring at his console.

"Ah, if you'd just make some in the kitchenette, that would be fine."

"No, sir. I know you'd prefer your coffee from the mess. An SS like me couldn't be expected to make proper Terran coffee."

Her words stung, all the more because they weren't delivered with a sarcastic bite, or with anger, nor any edge of bitterness. They were delivered only with a little sadness, and an apologetic tone.

Her words hurt because she didn't mean for them to hurt.

He didn't trust himself to answer, so he didn't. She stood waiting for a minute, then left. She returned a short while later with two stasis mugs, and carefully set one on his desk.

He silently berated himself. Idiot! He was just making it worse! But the more time he spent thinking about it, the more unsure of himself he became, and the harder it was for him to open his mouth, to address her, to speak at all. His thoughts spiraled further into disorder.

They passed the morning in silence. She worked steadily, and once into her flow, she hummed quietly to herself and swung her feet. Meanwhile, Admiral Stonefist sat at his desk, glaring at his console and pretending to work.

The ceiling in his office flashed. He looked up, inspiration striking.

He couldn't talk to her in his office. It was too formal, too work-oriented. They had to talk on neutral ground.

He stood.

"Lunchtime," he said. "Let's go get something to eat."

Kinnit started, staring at him.

"You're taking lunch, sir?" she asked.

"Yes, I do that sometimes," he lied. "Will you join me?"

"Yes, sir!" She hopped up and followed him into the hallway.
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Kinnit couldn't help but feel a little thrill of pride walking down the busy hallway beside Admiral Stonefist. People deferentially moved aside for him, and even those who didn't see him were gently pushed aside by the unconscious movement of the people around them. The Admiral and the Assistant traveled in a bubble in the crowd.

One man stumbled awkwardly as he failed to move gracefully with the crowd pushing into him. He was dressed in drab clothes that just barely missed being shabby. Kinnit frowned at him.

Admiral Stonefist didn't notice, of course. His eyes were uncharacteristically locked on his scanner. He kept his attention on the device in his hands as they walked.

When they arrived at the mess hall, he tucked his scanner away, pushed both doors open and strode in.

Kinnit was reminded of the old western movies, when the villain walks into the local saloon. The music stops and every eye turns to him as he walks to the bar.

It wasn't quite that dramatic in the mess hall, but Admiral Stonefist's presence made an impression. Talking quieted or stopped, and people glanced sidewise at the Admiral, trying to pretend they weren't looking.

He stopped in front of the lunch counter and slotted his card.

"Lucy, good to see you."

Kinnit gaped at him. It shouldn't have surprised her that he knew the server's name, but it did.

"Well, howdy, Admiral. What can I get ya?"

"I'll have what everyone else is having," he said.

"You're in luck, hon. Hamburger and mac and cheese, with carrots. Everything a growing boy needs."

He nodded in acknowledgment and accepted the tray. Kinnit received her food, and they sat. Grimthorn began eating in silence.

Kinnit was trying to work out what he meant by coming to lunch, but she was as mystified as everyone else in the mess hall. She looked around at the sea of questioning faces.

Only one person seemed completely disinterested. That fellow in drab clothes again, now against the back wall, behind Grimthorn. She didn't recognize him. He was utterly focused on his tray. There was nothing whatsoever interesting or unique about him, but every time she tried to focus on him, Kinnit felt her eyes sliding away. She frowned.

There wasn't even anything particularly concerning about his manner or his dress, but every time she tried to look at him she got a chill, and goosebumps ran along her spine. It was the same chill she used to get back on her homeworld, when she'd stand on Lookout Rock in the chilly autumn air, listening to the hungry cat-bears in the forest cooing and calling.

She shook her head. She was letting her imagination run away with her.

"So, sir, how is your work going today?" she asked, turning her attention back to Grimthorn. Every ear in the area subtly swiveled in their direction.

"Suitably," he grunted, and continued eating. After a minute he paused his eating.

"I'm trying to work out a proper apology," he finally said. "Something sincere and meaningful."

"Oh, for the Assistant you p--the Assistant from the other day?"

Grimthorn looked surprised.

"Him? Oh, yes. Him, too, I suppose." Grimthorn frowned, and turned his gaze to Kinnit.

"Tell me, Assistant Kinnit, if someone had treated you badly, how would you want them to apologize?"

Kinnit lit up. He was asking her for advice!

"Oh, a good apology is simple," she chirped. "But that doesn't mean it's easy. You have to admit what you did, then explain why you did it. Not to defend yourself, mind you, that will ruin the apology. Then you have to say that you're sorry, and offer to make amends. Or maybe give them a small gift." She smiled wistfully. "Like chocolate. I could forgive a lot for real Terran chocolate."

She put a thoughtful finger on her jaw and tilted her head.

"But above all, sincerity is a must," she said. "Really, none of the rest matters if the person giving the apology is not sincere."

Grimthorn looked at her steadily, slightly too long to be comfortable.

"Kinnit, I--" He suddenly seemed to be aware of all the listening ears that surrounded them. "That is good advice, thank you."

"Yes, sir!" she said, nodding with a grin so big that it nearly squeezed her eyes shut. She began eating again with a hearty appetite.

After they finished lunch, they left the mess hall and headed for the elevator. Instead of punching the button that would take them to his office, he pressed a button for an area of the ship she'd never seen before. She looked up at him quizzically, but he buried his face in his scanner again.

They arrived on a quiet, mostly unused deck. Nearly no one was around. Grimthorn was staring at his scanner, but he appeared to be thinking hard.

Bemused, Kinnit followed along with him. She wasn't sure what he was up to, but she was ready to help him with whatever he needed.

As they walked, a shadow tugged at the corner of her eye. She frowned and looked around, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

His walk slowed, then stopped. They were alone in the hallway. He looked at her.

"Kinnit, there's something I need to tell you," he said.

She turned to him, attentive. A junior officer walked out of a nearby room. Seeing the Admiral, he squeaked in surprise, saluted, and scuttled away.

"Ah, let's find somewhere out of the way to chat," he said. He buried his eyes in the scanner again and wandered down the hall.

Kinnit, powerfully curious, followed. She glanced behind them and spotted the drab man. She frowned, but turned her attention back to Grimthorn. What could possibly be going on in his head? She was anxious to know.

The hallway was empty again, yet he trudged along, distracted, glancing around for a quiet nook to slip into. Ships were not really built for privacy.

She opened her mouth to suggest talking in his office, but she felt a sudden galvanic shock.

On her homeworld, sometimes if the winters had been particularly severe, the cat-bears would go blood-crazy. They'd cluster up and boil out of the forest in a rush, unmindful of Kobold arrows or slings, intent only on tearing Kobold flesh.

The savage, unhinged howling they made would give her that same shock.

She turned to see a dark shadow flying toward them, a vicious blade extended, aimed directly at Grimthorn's back.

"Sir!" she yelled, and her legs moved before she could think.


ELEVEN
ASSASSIN!


Admiral Stonefist tried to rehearse an apology in his mind, but it wasn't working. He could get the words lined up well, sounding properly remorseful and poetic, but as soon as he imagined actually saying them, he'd falter.

Kinnit followed along with him, earnest and helpful as he struggled to find a place where they wouldn't be interrupted or start rumors.

Suddenly, he heard a scuffle as she yelled "Sir!" in a panicked voice that red-lined his adrenaline. Then he heard the most awful sound he'd ever heard in his life.

Kinnit shrieked in fear and pain. Her voice echoed loud and long off the bare steel of the hallway. Her shriek trailed off in a gurgling sound.

Grimthorn turned in what felt like slow motion. A figure in shabby clothes stood over Kinnit, his hand wrapped around the handle of a knife buried fully in her chest.

Grimthorn reached for the man, who tried to yank the knife free. It remained lodged, and all he managed was to yank her body around, causing her limp limbs to flail and twitch.

Admiral Stonefist had never before known such fury and terror. Then the figure looked up.

Utterly black eyes with a scattering of shining sparkles in them, like a universe contained within, met Grimthorn's. A chill shot through him.

Qhall. The assassin species. The unstoppable killers.

The Qhall released the knife and skipped backwards out of Grimthorn's reach. Grimthorn's hand closed on empty air. Kinnit tried to draw another breath, gasping, her eyes wide and staring unseeing at the ceiling.

The Qhall reached into his drab clothing and drew another knife. Admiral Stonefist aimed a blow like a freight train at the assassin, but the Qhall hopped away, faster than a blink. He leapt onto the wall, bounced to the ceiling, then launched himself at the Admiral, knife-first.

Grimthorn threw his arms up in front of his face to block, and the knife sank into his right forearm up to the hilt. The Qhall crashed into Grimthorn. Grabbing his head in one hand, he put his feet on Grimthorn's chest.

With a grunt, Grimthorn twisted his arm, trying to yank the knife from the Qhall's grip, but the assassin pulled the blade free, trailing a slash of blood.

Admiral Stonefist charged forward, aiming to smash the Qhall into the wall, but the slippery assassin leapt off him. Grimthorn crashed into the opposite wall and immediately pushed himself back.

The assassin had already launched another attack aimed at Grimthorn's back. The Admiral's unexpected movement threw off the assassin's aim. The blade crunched heavily into Grimthorn's left shoulder blade.

Grimthorn spun, grabbing for the assassin, but only catching empty air. His left arm hung loosely by his side. The Qhall backed off and stood in a ready crouch, catching his breath. He stared at Grimthorn with those starry eyes and no expression whatsoever.

Grimthorn, heaving, tried to lift his left hand, but it meandered through the air uselessly. He winced and shook his shoulder, apparently trying to get it to respond as red stains grew on his powder-blue uniform.

The assassin shifted right and launched himself at Grimthorn's left side, aiming low to take advantage of Grimthorn's useless hand.

Grimthorn's left hand snapped up and caught the Qhall neatly by the throat, snatching him out of the air.

"Didn't get my shoulder as well as you thought," he growled. The Qhall lifted his knife, but Admiral Stonefist bodily lifted the assassin and slammed him into the ground with bone-shattering force. He lifted and slammed him down again. And again. And again. And again. And again.

Grimthorn lost count in the haze of his fury. But his wounded shoulder finally gave out and refused to lift his arm again. The Qhall assassin--what was left of him--was little more than crunchy mush.

Admiral Stonefist came back to himself. The first thing that filled his vision was Kinnit, lying on the floor, her chest hitching weakly as she tried to breathe around the Qhall blade.

"Emergency med to level 26, all priority!" he shrieked into his scanner as he dashed to her side. "Bring antitoxins!"

He knew better than to touch the blade. The Qhall blades were famous for their deadliness. Barbed, so that they caught in the flesh, and with poison vacuoles that the Qhall could activate to inject the venom into their victims.

The barbs were the reason the Qhall couldn't get his blade out of Kinnit. And his backup knife had been a regular blade, without poison or barbs.

That was why Grimthorn Stonefist was not dead. At the first touch of that blade, the assassin would have injected the poison.

The Qhall hadn't injected any poison into Kinnit, thank the Emperor, or she'd already be gone. But there was no telling what would activate it. He dared not touch the knife.

It couldn't have been more than a minute before the medics arrived at a dead run, crash kits in hand. They clustered up to Grimthorn.

"Not me! Kinnit!" he pointed at his Assistant. "Put her in the biopod!"

The medics stepped back uncertainly. "Sir?"

"Save Kinnit! That's a Qhall blade! Get her in the biopod!"

"Sir," said the lead medic, "there's only one biopod, and you're wounded."

"I'm fine!" he roared. "Take care of her!"

"But sir, you're the Admiral, and she's just--"

Admiral Stonefist lifted the medic with his good right arm and slammed him against the wall.

"You don't want to finish that sentence," he growled. "She's just saved my life. And if she dies, I will hold you personally responsible."

"But sir--" The medic paused as he gazed into the pitiless eyes of the Admiral of the Ninth Fleet, the hero of Arcturus, commander of the ISS Swordheart, and he got a very, very clear picture of what his life would look like if the Assistant died.

"Stabilize her!" he called to the other medics. "And get her in that biopod!"

"And don't touch that knife!" Grimthorn warned.
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Admiral Stonefist sat in the cheap folding chair, leaning forward, his hands folded under his nose.

He was in the med chamber with the biopod. It was the peak of bleeding-edge Imperium technology. There were only a couple dozen in the whole Navy, but naturally the ISS Swordheart had ranked one.

If properly used, it could heal miraculously and completely. It actually read the patient's DNA in order to rebuild damage to the body, literally as good as new, without scarring or permanent damage.

When Kinnit had arrived at med, they'd put her into the biopod, but the machine struggled to force her body to heal around the knife. She'd undergone a long series of delicate surgeries to try and remove the blade.

Meds had performed dozens of scans to identify any switches or traps that might release the weapon's poison. The blade could only be safely gripped in a few areas, and each surgery was complicated by the biopod having grown more of her flesh around the barbs.

It took nearly two weeks for surgeons to finally remove the blade completely.

The day it had finally come out, Grimthorn locked himself in his office and drained his secret stash of Terran whiskey.

It would still take weeks of healing before she could be woken from her medical coma. The biopod vastly accelerated healing, but the knife was so huge, and she was so tiny, that the blade had done catastrophic damage to her left lung and heart.

But the medics assured Grimthorn that she was receiving the absolute best medical care possible in the Imperium. They told him her chances of survival were better than even. That she would be back as good as new.

None of which he could believe until she opened her eyes again.

The machine would heal her completely, but only if she could survive.

For Grimthorn's part, the doctors had fussed at him, cleaned out his wounds and patched him up. The cauter-seal had fixed up his arm fairly well, but the wound in his back was too deep, and was going to have to heal on its own. The docs left him with a strict cleaning, repacking, and re-bandaging schedule for the wound in his back, which he ignored completely.

Since the biopod was occupied, he would end up with more scars. Which was fine, if only she would live.

He ignored work, mostly. He would show up for a couple of hours a day and idly tool around his console, but eventually he would wander over to medical, sit in the world's most uncomfortable folding chair and watch the biopod.

It had a small window that he could use to look at her, but he couldn't bear to. He could only be nearby and listen to the soothing hum of the machine, the gentle blips and pings of the sensors tracking her vitals, alert to any anomaly in her heart rate, breathing, or oxygen levels.

He slept poorly, when he slept at all, and frequently he'd bolt awake, her final gurgling shriek echoing in his ears. The knife wound in his back hurt more and more as the days ground on, but he ignored it.

All he could do was wait until she healed. Or didn't.
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Kinnit lay wrapped in warmth. Pale waves of sound and light surrounded her. She wasn't conscious, but she wasn't unconscious either, precisely. She caught occasional snippets of what was going on around her, discussion about a biopod, or re-growth factor, or other medical details.

Sometimes, she'd drift, able to think a little. But her thoughts were slippery and indistinct, nothing like the sharpness and clarity she was used to.

And sometimes, she'd dream. She had nightmares about the attack often, and sometimes she'd have nightmares where she didn't react in time, and watched Grimthorn Stonefist die in front of her.

Sometimes, she'd dream about the past.

During one of her dream cycles, her mind took her back to her last shore leave. After she'd been assigned to Admiral Stonefist, but before she boarded the ISS Swordheart, she'd taken a few weeks to visit her home on Takkar.
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"Kinnit! It's Kinnit! It's Kinnit!" Piles of Kobolds yelled and tumbled and leapt as she arrived in the cozy cave of her home. "She's back from the stars! Kinnit!"

"Hi, everyone!" she cried. She leaned forward and fell into the Clamber, the traditional greeting and meeting of Kobolds. The mass of Kobolds caught her and drew her into the pile. She laughed in delight as she was squashed and carried and rubbed against all her old friends and neighbors. Hands quickly emptied her pockets.

"What's this? What's this?" a hundred voices asked as everything was removed from her person.

"I need that back when I go," she called, still laughing.

"She needs it back later, she needs it back." The words passed from ear to ear. Nobody needed to shout, as the message was passed through the whole Clamber.

The sharp, nostalgic smell of the Kobold cave filled her nostrils, the smell of tightly packed Kobolds, old fires, and food.

"What's been happening since I left?" she asked. All the excited Kobolds frenetically tried to answer her at once.

"They gave us juice to spray on the miteflies, and they all died!" "They put things on the dirt and our growing season is bigger and better than it ever has been!" "All the warriors have blasters now, and the predators haven't been able to eat a single Kobold yet this season! Not one!"

"They built fences! They brought us food and spices! They taught us to make medika!" And on, and on, and on.

"That's wonderful!" she cried, her heart swelling with gratitude. "The Imperium has blessed us!"

"Tell us about the stars!" they cried. "Tell us about the constellations! What does Ulther Meatbringer actually look like?"

The Clamber quieted down as she spoke. She didn't have to speak loudly. Everyone who could hear her would tell somebody else, and they would tell someone, so her responses went out through the Clamber in waves. The Clamber constantly shifted and shuffled, so she was always in new hands, cuddling with different friends, speaking into new ears.

"When you're off the planet, the stars look completely different," she said. "They're the same, but they're all rearranged. I can't see Ulther from a starship."

A wave of disappointment went through the crowd at this news.

"But that means that our world is the only one blessed by Ulther. He watches over us and protects us from the predators."

"That's right, that's right!" cried the Kobolds. "Ulther watches over the Kobolds."

One of the younger Kobolds wriggled close to her and snuggled under her arm.

"But Kinnit, if Ulther's watching over us, who watches over you when you're in a starship?"

She smiled warmly at him.

"Well, the Imperium watches over me. And the Captain. And here soon, I'll have Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist watching over me."

An appreciative "oooh" circled the Clamber.

"Tell us again about Admiral Stonefist. Tell us!"

"Well, I'll be helping him. As his Assistant." She couldn't help but hoot with pride as she said it. "He's the most accomplished Admiral in the Imperium. He's a great hero, a great explorer, and a great warrior." She smiled.

"He will be my Ulther."


TWELVE
DECANTING THE BIOPOD


Kinnit swam through unconsciousness. The world was becoming more real to her now. She could see light, faintly hear sounds. She could feel herself breathing, slowly and deeply. With wonder, she realized that she was breathing without pain.

Sounds clarified as she drew closer to wakefulness. The gentle ping of the sensors spiked to a frantic beeping as they detected her consciousness. This was followed by the sound of a clattering bang, like a folding metal chair hitting the floor.

Her eyes opened and took in the interior of the biopod. It was a pale cream color, and she floated in the air, rotating gently. She giggled at the thought that she'd been spinning around freely for... well, probably a couple of days by now at least.

As she spun, a small oval window came into view. She looked out, and saw Admiral Stonefist gazing in at her.

She nearly didn't recognize him--his face was haggard, with a three-day stubble on his normally clean-shaven face, and heavy bags dragged at his eyes. But what really alarmed her was his expression.

It was a potent mix of fear, relief, and hope, such as she'd never seen on another person.

As her eyes met his in shock, she watched him regain control of himself. The walls came up, his expression flattened, and he was Admiral Stonefist again. Scruffier than usual, more unkempt, but no less the Admiral of the Ninth Fleet than he had ever been. So much so that she immediately doubted what she'd seen.

He turned and barked an order, muffled by the biopod, and medics rushed in. They checked dials, reviewed charts, and argued until Grimthorn barked again. They nodded meekly and began the opening procedure for the biopod.

First, the ship's gravity was slowly re-applied to the pod, and she sank into soft layers of supportive blankets. Then the biopod was cracked open with a hiss. The familiar machine-oil smell of the ship crept in.

Two medics lifted the lid of the biopod and carried it away, and she lay vulnerable beneath Grimthorn's gaze. He gave the briefest flash of that terrified expression again, gone too fast to be sure.

"How is she?" he asked roughly.

The exasperated doctor waved his hands.

"You saw the charts as well as we did. You've been in here more than any medic. She's fine. If the biopod worked at all, she should be in perfect health."

Admiral Stonefist held out a hand to help her out of the pod. She accepted Grimthorn's hand, and stepped out.

"How... how long was I asleep?" she asked.

"Three weeks," Admiral Stonefist said curtly.

Her mouth dropped open.

"How long will she need to rest before she can return to duty?" he asked the medic.

The medic shrugged.

"Up to her, really. It may take a few days for her sleep schedule to correct itself, but medically she's fine."

Grimthorn nodded and turned back to her.

"Kinnit... how are you feeling?"

She took a deep breath.

"I feel... good. A little tired. And I'd like to be wearing something besides a hospital gown."

"Ah--of course. Sorry. We'll get you a sealed med transport to your quarters so you can rest."

Admiral Stonefist barked more orders. He turned and saluted Kinnit.

"Rest up. And when you're ready to return to duty, let me know. We need to talk."
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Kinnit arrived at Grimthorn's office early the next morning. She walked in and saluted. His eyebrows rose. He stood.

"Kinnit! Should you be up already?"

She smiled.

"I'm fine, Admiral. It's very kind of you to be concerned, but I actually feel... really good." She held up one arm as though flexing a muscle. "Better than usual, actually. And I'm anxious to get back into it!"

He let out a breath of relief.

"Well, first things first." He fetched something from a drawer and came around his desk. He laid a holstered blaster pistol and a wallet on his desk. "Put these on."

She gasped. She picked up the blaster, admiring its heft, and flipped open the wallet. A badge inside lit up, projecting a tiny hologram of her face. It was an older holo, from her Academy graduation, in which she was smiling broadly.

"I don't understand, sir."

He turned away from her and looked out of the portal. He began speaking, his voice uncharacteristically soft.

"How much do you remember of... that day, Kinnit?"

She grinned uncertainly.

"Not much, to be honest, sir."

He nodded.

"You'll be fully debriefed later. But I'll give you the short version now. A Qhall assassin managed to board the ship. We're not sure how, yet. The investigation is ongoing." He took a deep breath. "You saved my life, Assistant Kinnit. I've watched the security footage. You didn't even hesitate. You immediately threw yourself in the assassin's path. And paid the price for it."

He shook his head.

"Among other things, I've put your name in for an Imperial Medal of Valor."

She gaped.

"A medal? But sir, I--"

He held up a hand to silence her.

"Your actions were heroic. There's simply no other way to describe it. And heroes get medals. Or at least, they should. So I'll hear no more about it."

She nodded meekly.

"And these?" she asked, holding up the gun and badge.

"One thing you will learn, Assistant Kinnit, is that the reward for doing a hard thing is more opportunities to do hard things. You were aware when I was not. You acted when I did not. Your eyes saw danger while mine were blind."

He turned toward her.

"Kinnit, I want you to be my bodyguard."

She knew better than to "But, sir!" him again. But her mouth made a small "o" of shock.

"I tried to get you ranked as a bodyguard," he said, "but there were... issues with your status. So I had the Master-at-Arms deputize you. You're now part of the Military Police on board this ship. As such, you can be armed around the clock. You can protect me. And yourself."

"I... don't even know who would want to k-kill you."

"Take your pick. Start with most of the galaxy. Including about half the Imperium."

He shook his head and became serious. He turned toward her and laid a hand on her shoulder.

"Thank you, Kinnit. There is nothing I can do to adequately express my thanks. But I am going to do my utmost to try."

He looked directly into her eyes for a long moment, then suddenly turned away, clearing his throat.

"Do you have any questions, Assistant?"

She stood there, stunned for a bit. Then she slowly belted the holster around her waist. She opened the wallet and slid the back of it through her belt so the badge hung from her waist. She straightened and saluted firmly, her eyes filled with a flame of pride.

"It is an honor to serve the Imperium, and an honor to serve you. All hail the Imperium!"

Her clear voice rang through his office. He saluted back.

"All hail!" he responded.

They stayed like that for a moment. Then she smiled up at him with her big wide mouth.

"Thank you, sir!"

He raised an eyebrow.

"There's nothing to thank me for. You've earned it all, and more." He dropped the salute. "Now, that's the easy part done." He walked back around his desk and fetched something else.

"Let's sit," he said. "We'll need to talk." He pulled a second chair up to the table she was using as her desk.

"I... well, let me start with this." He handed her the box. It was large enough that she had to take it with both hands. Curious, she sat across from him and opened it. When she saw what was inside, her eyes lit up.

"Sir, is this chocolate?"

"The finest chocolate. Made the style of the Belgian territory on Old Terra."

Her eyes gleamed as she took in the array of shapes and shades of chocolate in the box. Only her strong sense of decorum kept her from immediately stuffing one in her mouth.

"Kinnit, before the incident, I was treating you very badly. I said some very ugly things, and made your job so much more difficult than it needed to be." He paused, his face drawn. "I... thought you wouldn't succeed. Wouldn't be allowed to succeed. So I wanted to drive you out before you could get hurt."

Her brow crinkled, but her hand unconsciously crept toward the chocolates.

"Sir, with all due respect, that plan doesn't even make any sense."

He laughed.

"You can call it a stupid plan, Assistant."

"I took the liberty of adjusting the tone," she said with a sly smile.

He chuckled and shook his head.

"It was a stupid plan. And I grossly underestimated you. Your determination. Your drive. If it came down to a battle between you and the universe, I'd have trouble knowing which way to bet."

He looked her directly in the eye.

"Kinnit, I'm sorry. I know it doesn't make up for all I did, but I'm sorry. I never should have treated you that way, and I never will again. And neither will anybody else, if they know what's good for them."

"Like Lieutenant Voth?" She grinned.

He colored slightly.

"That's... between Lieutenant Voth and myself," he said. "But I'm sure the word will have spread. 'Assistant Kinnit is to be treated with respect from all quarters.'"

"Thank you, sir."

"Don't thank me. I was the jerk."

She leaned forward and laid her delicate, clawed hand on his large, thick one.

"Sir, I appreciate the chocolates, and I accept your apology. But do you know what the worst part was? It was thinking that I wasn't doing a good job. It was thinking that I was failing you, and failing the Imperium, and failing my people. Please, sir, please tell me explicitly if I need to improve. Please don't ever make me wonder if I'm good enough."

Admiral Stonefist nodded tightly.

"I will. If you ever need correction, I will tell you. But for now, I couldn't ask for a better Assistant."
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They spent the day hashing more things out. As the day drew to a close, he stood, and winced, favoring his wounded shoulder.

"Are you okay, sir?" she asked.

"Ah, the knife wound is acting up."

"You were wounded? Why didn't you say?"

"The assassin had another knife. He got me good a couple times. The one in my back was too deep for the medics to seal up, so I just have to wait it out. They stitched me up and dressed it. I should probably let one of the medics take a look. They keep hassling me about it."

"Does it hurt?" she asked.

He shrugged, but only with one shoulder.

"Does it matter?" he asked.

She belatedly realized he'd been using his right hand for everything today. She frowned and "tsked" at him.

"When's the last time you changed the dressing?"

"I don't know. When were you put in the pod?"

"Admiral! You're supposed to change that every day!"

"I can't get at it. It's fine."

It should have been amusing to see him acting like a petulant child, but she was more exasperated than amused at the moment.

"Okay, let me see it," she said, standing.

"I'm sorry?"

"Show me where your wound is. I'll help you change the dressing."

"I don't know if that's--"

"Zzt. I don't want to hear it. Did they leave you any supplies for changing your dressing?"

He reluctantly pointed to a bag on the counter of the kitchenette. It clearly hadn't even been opened yet. She fetched it, walked around behind him, and waited.

Admiral Stonefist sheepishly unbuttoned his uniform coat and laid it on the table. He sat there in his white t-shirt.

"Are you sure? It's likely to be--"

"Show me."

He carefully pulled his t-shirt off, wincing. She gasped as she saw his bare back. She had grown accustomed to the faint scars on his face, but his back was a horror show of scar tissue. Long, jagged scars, short thick ones that hinted at deep wounding, and a handful of round, puckered ones that were probably from blaster shots.

"That is... a lot."

"Lots of people don't like me."

"But... so much."

"If it makes you feel any better, most of the ones who put these here don't 'not like' me any more."

Kinnit suddenly felt that she understood a lot more about Admiral Stonefist's demeanor.

"Well sit up and let me take a look."

She put on gloves from the med bag and peeled off the old dressing.

"This looks--are you sure you haven't been changing your dressing?"

"Not unless I've been doing it in my sleep."

She frowned.

"Well, it looks fine. By all rights you should have a raging infection. But it's healing well."

"That's what I said."

"I bet the medics hate you."

"Probably. They're welcome to get in line."

"Ulther protects fools, children, and Imperials," she muttered, cleaning and dressing his wound. "And he's got all three in one right here."

He grunted at her touch. Her annoyed expression turned to worry.

"Did I hurt you?"

"No, it's fine."

"Here, I'll put some numbing ointment on."

She medicated him over his protests, and finished applying the dressing. She peeled off the gloves and threw them away, then she marched around in front of him and put her hands on her hips.

"Now you need to change that every day, understand?"

He nodded, a little sulkily.

"Are you going to go to the medbay tomorrow and let them change it, or am I going to have to do it again?"

His eyes shifted away.

"I think I'd rather face the Oryndrax."

She raised her eyebrows at him expectantly.

"I'll go to medbay," he mumbled.

"See that you do."


THIRTEEN
A LONG-ISH NAP


Lieutenant Dol sat in the nook behind engineering, ashen-faced and shivering.

The air behind the main forward compressor where he was sitting was dank and chill, but that wasn't why he was shaking.

The dark figure glided in.

"Greetings, young Lieutenant," he said. Dol shot to his feet.

"You said retired," Lieutenant Dol hissed. "Not killed! You made me let a Qhall assassin onboard an Imperial ship!"

The dark figure chuckled richly.

"Come now, young Lieutenant. Surely you understood what we meant? You know the use of euphemism? We are of an accord, are we not?"

"I didn't know! I never signed up for treason!"

A broad, crooked grin split the dark figure's face.

"Do you think I believe that? And more importantly, do you think a board of inquiry would believe that?"

All the life drained from Lieutenant Dol's face.

"I'll--I'll confess! I'll tell them I didn't know! And the assassin didn't succeed anyway! I'll throw myself on the mercy of the inquiry! I'll--"

"Oh, yes, that should work out well. I hear Admiral Stonefist is famously merciful to traitors."

Dol's eyes darted around, as though looking for a way out, and he began hyperventilating.

"You understand your position now, young Lieutenant? Your only hope is to work with us to eliminate Admiral Stonefist. You are with us now, until the end."

A high, whining keen began in the back of Dol's throat, something that was not quite weeping in terror, but nearly.

"And now we have another task for you. Pay attention. This one is important."
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In spite of his misgivings, Admiral Stonefist showed up in medbay the next day to get his dressings changed.

The young medic attending him seemed a little overawed to be working on the legendary Admiral. He chattered non-stop as he worked on Grimthorn's wound.

"And did you really kill a Kyrillian crocodile with your bare hands, sir?"

Admiral Stonefist grunted as the medic cleaned his wound. Kinnit's touch had been much more gentle.

"Technically, yes. But it's probably not as exciting as you've heard. It had been wounded already, and I was just trying to pin it down, keep it from getting at the rest of the away team so they could get to safety."

The medic let out an appreciative whistle.

"That's amazing, sir! And everyone knows the story of the hero of Arcturus!"

"Nobody knows the story of Arcturus," Grimthorn muttered darkly.

"It is a real honor to serve with the hero of Arcturus, sir! I read all about your stories! And when I was a kid I watched live as you expanded the borders of Imperium space down the spinward arm!"

"Way back when you were a kid, huh? How old are you now?"

"I'm twenty-three, sir!"

Admiral Stonefist gave him a level stare, then sighed.

"It's been that long since the spinward arm expansion? It feels like it happened last month."

The medic nattered on as he worked, but soon enough he was done and had Grimthorn's wound covered up again. Admiral Stonefist wondered if he shouldn't let Assistant Kinnit handle his wound, if this yammering young fan was going to bend his ear like this every day.

Grimthorn put his shirt back on, then his coat. He was buttoning up his coat while the medic babbled, but paused when something caught his ear.

"What was that?"

"Oh, I was wondering, sir, why you don't use the biopod now that your Assistant is healed up? It's available now."

Grimthorn stood nonplussed for a second. Why hadn't he used the biopod? He simply hadn't thought of it.

"How long would it take?"

"It's not certain. It's not a deterministic device. But based on the wound, it should only be a day or two."

Grimthorn frowned thoughtfully.

"That's a good thought. Let me consider it."

He finished buttoning up and left the medbay.

Once back in his office, he settled in behind his desk. Kinnit was working away on another stack of slips at her table.

"What are you working on today, Kinnit?"

"We've got the logistics reports in finally, sir, and the Torpedo Officer just filed a requisition order for Engineering."

"What's going on with the torpedoes?"

"Tube three is malfunctioning, sir. The tube itself is fine, but it won't communicate with the fire control system. If they want to launch, they'll have to do it manually. They think it's probably the interface board."

"Well, let's definitely get that fixed. Fill out the paperwork and put my signature on everything. You know the drill."

"Yes, sir."

Admiral Stonefist experimentally tried raising his arm, and winced at the wound. It would be awfully nice to be done with this without enduring weeks more of pain. And without adding another scar.

"Kinnit, how would you feel if I were out of commission for a couple of days?"

"Sir?"

"I'm thinking about using the biopod to heal up my shoulder. But I'd be incommunicado for one or two days."

"Oh, what a wonderful idea! You could get healed much more quickly," she said as her fingers continued collating slips.

"Right, right. Now, I know you could handle the paperwork and the day-to-day. I'm just wondering... are you prepared to be the Voice?"

Kinnit's fingers stilled. The full weight of the responsibility of her position settled on her again.

"You want me to speak for you while you're healing, sir?"

"That is part of the job of the Assistant."

Kinnit gazed, unseeing, at the slips in her hand.

"I know it is, I just--do you think I'm ready, sir?"

"Do I think you're qualified? Yes. But even as the Voice, you wouldn't have the actual authority of an Admiral. You'd have to work with Captain Caltrel. And--" He paused, unsure whether to continue. But he'd told himself he needed to be more honest with her. "And there are some on board who would discount you because..."

"Because I'm a Subject Species, sir?"

He nodded, tight-lipped.

"If you give me the duty, sir, I will fulfill it. And I will represent you truly as your voice."

"Very well." He nodded and said, seemingly to himself, "After all it's only a day or two. What could go wrong?"
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Admiral Stonefist was put in the biopod a few days later. He'd prepped everybody on board, and officially handed control of the vessel over to Captain Caltrel. He made the announcement, paused his work, and designated Assistant Kinnit as his official Voice.

He entered the biopod with no small amount of trepidation. He filled it much more thoroughly than Kinnit had. As the medics fitted the cover over the top, he was beset by a deep worry, but he forced his fears down, took a deep breath, and let them seal him in.

The biopod activated, and he didn't know consciousness for the next two days.
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Kinnit stood beside Captain Caltrel on the bridge. He was a tall, thin man with dark hair, and, like most career Navy, wore his uniform as naturally as a second skin.

It was interesting, she thought, to see Captain Caltrel's very different style of leadership.

Admiral Stonefist spent most of his time in his office working on planning, logistics, flight paths, and reviewing reports on potential enemies. And, of course, attending meetings and filling out reams of paperwork. On the rare occasion he was on the bridge, he focused on a few critical things, driving everyone and everything to solving the crisis of the moment.

Captain Caltrel, on the other hand, spent most of his time on the bridge. He kept a steady watch over the data that flowed through constantly across the massive bridge screen. He gave frequent guidance, minor corrections, and directives.

She kept mostly to herself the first day. She spent part of the morning in Admiral Stonefist's office catching up on work, and the rest of the day on the bridge. Things were quiet.

On the second day, she showed up early on the bridge. Captain Caltrel was already there, issuing orders and guiding the vessel through a routine patrol.

All was well until an alert flashed on one corner of the screen. A distress call, to any ship available.

Captain Caltrel's eye flicked to it, then away.

Kinnit waited a moment for him to begin issuing commands, but he said nothing.

"Sir?" she asked gently. "Are we going to answer the distress call?"

"It's out of range. Somebody else can handle it."

"With all due respect, sir, it's only three jumps away. We could be there in an hour."

"Only an hour--ah, yes, Admiral Stonefist lets you play at navigation sometimes."

She bit down on her temper.

"Sir, Admiral Stonefist would certainly want us to respond."

"Well he's not Captain of this ship right now, is he? I am. You may not be aware, but that means I make the decisions. Not you."

Kinnit bristled.

"No sir, but I am his Voice. And he would instruct us to make all haste to Imperial citizens in need."

"They're not citizens."

"Sir?"

"They're not citizens. That's in Krivax space."

Her breath caught as she understood his meaning.

"Sir, the Krivax are part of the Imperium! We must help them!"

"They're not part of the Imperium. They're a Subject Species."

"Captain, with all due respect, the Krivax are as deserving of protection as any citizen."

"I can see why you'd think that."

Captain Caltrel looked meaningfully at her collar, then up at her face.

"But you're wrong," he finished.

And he turned back to the screen.

"Aren't you even going to investigate? Contact them? Send a probe? They could be under attack!"

"They're not under attack. There has never been an attack anywhere near that sector before. That sector has no military value. Like most SS, they're emotional and probably making a fuss over nothing. Someone else can help them at some point."

"Sir, I must object! Admiral Stonefist would absolutely instruct us--"

"The Admiral is not here, Assistant. And I'm not going to wheel the entire fleet halfway across the galaxy for a bunch of SS who are jumping at shadows!"

Kinnit seethed and ground her teeth. Anger suffused her, but she forced herself to stay calm. She had to get the Krivax some help. But how?

What would Admiral Stonefist do?

Then she had to amend the thought: what would Admiral Stonefist do if he couldn't punch Captain Caltrel right in the nose?

She stared intently at the data on the screen for a long moment.

"Permission to leave the bridge," she said finally, saluting.

"Please do."

She departed stiffly.

She went back to the Admiral's office, sat at his console, and whipped out a requisition order under his name as fast as she could type. Then she stiff-legged it over to fire control, moving as quickly as she could without running and drawing suspicion.

The fire control officer for Tube Three was a lean, rangy man with a sleepy face and a protuberant Adam's apple. He looked up in surprise as she strode in.

"I'm Admiral Stonefist's Assistant," Kinnit said. "He wants you to test the faulty fire tube."

The fire control officer's eyebrows waggled comically.

"Huh? But we did test it. It works fine. It's just not communicating with the fire control system, so the bridge can't set coordinates, and isn't getting data from the fire control."

"He wants to test it with manually entered coordinates."

Those eyebrows waggled again.

"But putting a torpedo out there when we're not in combat would be a serious protocol violation."

Just then, a mechanic in greasy coveralls pushed in a torpedo cart, loaded with the probe she'd requisitioned.

"Here's the probe for the Admiral," the mechanic said, handing the fire control officer a scanner with the order.

"Oh, a probe," the fire control officer said. "Yeah, that makes sense for a test. But we'll still need coordinates to put in."

"I have the coordinates," Kinnit said. She recited the coordinates of the distress call she'd memorized off the bridge screen.

The fire control officer dutifully punched the data into the panel on the side of the probe, then wheeled the cart over to Tube Three. He positioned it and activated the loader that drew the probe into the waiting tube.

He locked it in place, sealed the tube, and ran through a final checklist.

Outwardly, Kinnit exuded confidence, and affected a little boredom, but inside she was screaming anxiety about everything that could go wrong. What if the fire control officer got suspicious? What if the mechanic said something outside of fire control? What if somebody called the bridge about the launch?

And what would Admiral Stonefist say when he came out of the biopod?

She felt sick to her stomach.

The fire control officer looked at her.

"Are we clear to launch, Assistant?"

"You are clear to launch."

The fire control officer activated the tube. With a deep, humming thrum, the probe leapt from the tube, picking up velocity and angling for the nearby jumphole.

"Looks good, launch completed successfully," he said. "That sucker's moving. These new probes are screamers. It should be at those coordinates pretty quick."

"Twelve point seven minutes," Kinnit muttered. "Thank you," she said out loud. "I'll let the Admiral know."

And she turned and walked stiffly back to the office to wait for the probe's data.
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Captain Caltrel's eye was caught by an unexpected bit of data that popped up on the massive screen.

"Lieutenant Renning, what is that on the scanners?"

Lieutenant Renning's brow furrowed.

"It's... a probe, sir?"

"A probe? What ship is firing probes?"

Lieutenant Renning scratched his head.

"Well, it looks like it came from us, sir. But that can't be, the fire control board's not showing anything."

Captain Caltrel looked at the spot where Kinnit had been standing, and his face hardened into a snarl.

"All blasters online! Shoot that probe down now!"

"Sir?"

"Blow it out of the sky! Do it!"

Lieutenant Renning quickly sent the orders, but before the blasters were even halfway warmed up, the probe vanished into the jumphole.


FOURTEEN
INCARCERATION AND DESTRUCTION


Admiral Stonefist rotated slowly in the biopod. His body was rigid, his eyes firmly shut. The gentle pings of the sensors outside penetrated dimly to the interior of the biopod.

The gentle pinging spiked to an alarmed beeping, and his eyes flew open. Medics hurried in and began the decanting process.

Grimthorn's body lowered to the bottom of the pod, and medics scrambled to get the lid off.

"Sir!" the lead medic called. "How are you feeling?"

Grimthorn took in the situation and lifted himself out of the biopod. He lifted his arm and flexed his shoulder.

"Never again," he growled.

"Sir? Is your shoulder not healed fully? Do you need more time in the biopod?"

"If you try to put me in there again, I had better be unconscious, or you will need a lot more men."

"Sir?"

"Shoulder's fine. That devil-box," he said, pointing an accusatory finger at the biopod, "gave me nothing but nightmares for two solid days." He leaned into the lead medic's personal space. "Never. Again."

"Y-yes, sir," the medic said.

"Where's my uniform?"

"We have your things right here, Admiral."

Admiral Stonefist dressed himself deliberately, tucking everything away just so. He had to admit, he did feel better. And his back and shoulder felt like new again. But the dreams... he shuddered. Lots of his past had come back to visit him in the last couple of days.

Once he was squared away, he signed out of medbay and stepped into the hallway.

Captain Caltrel was waiting for him immediately outside the door, fuming. His arms were tightly crossed, and he held an aggressive stance.

"This is why I don't ever take time off," Grimthorn muttered. "Yes, Captain," he said out loud. "What do you need?"

"We need to have a serious conversation, a serious conversation about your Assistant."

Admiral Stonefist's face set in a frown.

"Go on."

"You need to take her in hand. She's clearly lacking in any discipline or knowledge of military protocol!"

"Yes, I'm well known for being too soft on my subordinates. Do you have a specific complaint, Captain? Or did you just come here to have your charming conversation with me?"

Grimthorn looked around.

"And where is Assistant Kinnit?"

"She's in the brig."

The temperature around Grimthorn dropped sharply. Grimthorn stared the Captain levelly in the eyes. His posture didn't shift, but the air around him grew distinctly more murderous.

"Captain Caltrel, you had better have the mother of all explanations for why you have imprisoned my Assistant and my Voice."

The Captain faltered under Grimthorn's stony gaze.

"Well, sir, ah, she performed a launch from the torpedo tubes with no authorization! And she forged a requisition with your name on it!"

Grimthorn considered this for a moment.

"If, as you say, she did these things, I'd be very curious as to why."

"Oh, who knows why SS do anything? She got upset by some data on the bridge and ran off."

"What kind of data, precisely?"

"Oh, I don't remember."

"Captain Caltrel, let's save ourselves some time. You stop pretending I'm an idiot, and maybe I won't court-martial you. What happened? Bearing in mind that I'm also going to get my Assistant's full report as well."

"Court-m--that's outrageous! I'm not the criminal, it's your Assistant who's breaking laws and violating protocol!"

Grimthorn pulled up a timer on his scanner.

"If you don't explain precisely what happened in the next ten seconds, I'll gig you for obstructing an investigation. Which is not going to look great at your trial."

Captain Caltrel started to sweat.

"We received a distress call from Krivax space and she wanted to take the whole fleet to respond to a non-military call. When I refused, she did just as I said. I have proof." He handed Admiral Stonefist his scanner. "Here are the records showing the forged requisition, and this video shows her going into the torpedo bay, Tube Three."

"Hm. I thought Tube Three was offline?"

Captain Caltrel calmed a little as he presented more evidence.

"It's functional, it just can't communicate with the bridge. She convinced the fire control officer to manually launch. I've put him on disciplinary suspension."

Grimthorn looked through the data on the scanner, frowning deeply. The requisition was clearly created while he was in the biopod. And the security video clearly showed Kinnit making her way nervously to Tube Three.

"And I assume you have witnesses that can verify a launch occurred?"

"The entire bridge saw the launch. It took us a minute to figure out what had happened. She deliberately used Tube Three because she knew the interface was down, and we wouldn't get notified that anything was going on."

"And did the torpedo hit anything?"

"Nothing was hit, sir. She fired into a jumphole. I think it was programmed for the distress signal."

Admiral Stonefist looked up.

"You think? How do you know it didn't hit anything if you don't know where it went?"

"It's--we haven't had a chance to track it down yet, sir. This only occurred an hour ago."

"So you're telling me that the flagship of the Ninth Fleet fired a torpedo into a jumphole, into a civilian sector you think, an hour ago and this ship is not already hauling mass after it?"

"Ah, we wanted to get your input on--"

"Who's we? Are you the Captain or a committee?"

"I--I wanted to focus on halting the criminal actions of the SS, sir."

Admiral Stonefist started quick-walking to the bridge and pulled out his scanner.

"This is Admiral Stonefist, authorization one-one-two-one," he said, pinging the bridge. "I want Nav to lay in a course for the Krivax sector. Get weapons warmed up in case we need to take out that torpedo. Prepare to move the ship as soon as I get there."

Grimthorn paused, his brow furrowing. He turned to Captain Caltrel.

"What was the distress call about? What else are we facing when we get there?"

"Ah... I'm not really sure..."

Grimthorn stopped dead and wheeled on Captain Caltrel.

"You're not sure? What did the message say?"

"We, uh, didn't initiate contact. It's not a military sector so we--"

The crack of Grimthorn's open-handed slap echoed down the hallway. Captain Caltrel tumbled to the ground.

"You ignored an active distress call from Imperial citizens?!" Grimthorn roared.

Grimthorn's scanner crackled with a message from the bridge.

"What torpedo, sir?"

"The torpedo that was launched from the Swordheart!"

"I wasn't a torpedo, sir, it was a probe."

Admiral Stonefist's eyes turned on Captain Caltrel, white-rimmed with fury. Captain Caltrel slowly stood, rubbing his face.

"I--I never said 'torpedo'--"

"That's why," Grimthorn rasped. "She sent a probe to find out what was going on because you refused to respond to a distress call. And then you put my Voice in containment. What did the probe show?"

"We didn't capture the data," said Captain Caltrel. "I was focused on the SS. The fact remains that she engaged in criminal activity--"

Grimthorn grabbed his lapel and pulled him close.

"She did exactly what I would have done. Which is why she is my Voice. And why you--" Grimthorn grabbed the rank insignia of Caltrel's uniform and ripped it off. "--are no longer a Captain."

Grimthorn wheeled and dashed to the bridge.
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The ISS Swordheart cleared the final jumphole into Krivax space. A collective gasp went up from the bridge.

The damage didn't look so bad from outside the solar system. You could almost even believe everything was fine, if you didn't look at the scans from the probe.

"How long until the rest of the fleet gets here?" Admiral Stonefist asked quietly.

"It should only be another fifteen minutes, sir," said Lieutenant Renning.

"Scramble some shuttles. Do a close scan of the surface. See if there's... if there's anybody left. Comms, get Imperial Disaster Management on the horn, ship them the sitrep. They'll know what to send. Lieutenant Renning, as soon as the fleet jumps in, let's start organizing a civilian evac."

The surface of the planet was covered with a thick haze. Scattered asteroids filled the area between the Krivax homeworld and their sun. Many of the asteroids were already being pulled into a spiral around the sun, forming what would become a new asteroid belt, in time.

The scans penetrated the haze. They showed a fresh, massive crater, miles across, on the surface of the planet. It glowed with spent energy.

What had happened was sickeningly clear. Whoever had done this had reeled in an asteroid, aimed it at the Krivax homeworld, and given it a good push.

It took a ton of energy, and some specialized equipment, but it was one of the oldest weapons in the universe. Throw a rock, hit your enemy.

If you were good at math, you could even do it from light-years away.

Of course, any Imperial planet had early-warning systems and mitigations in place. The only planets that such a primitive attack would work on were those that were so militarily unimportant that it wasn't worth deploying the technology. Like an SS homeworld.

The Imperial satellites were the only reasons the Krivax were able to get a distress signal out at all.

With a trembling hand, Admiral Stonefist pulled up some data on the Krivax. Humanoid omnivores, on the smaller side, vaguely cat-like. Tech level was nothing to speak of, civ level only had medium cities, no interesting resources on the planet, nothing that would warrant--well, anything. Much less this.

"Sir," said Lieutenant Renning. "Surface scans are complete. There's... nobody left. Nothing on the planet survived."

Admiral Stonefist swore mightily.

"Comms, let IDM know. They can send a cleanup crew instead of rescue and refuge."

Admiral Stonefist hung his head, his thoughts buzzing uselessly. Why? Why the Krivax? It was as cruel and pointless as burning down a flowerbed.

He pressed a button on the dais console.

"Security, this is Admiral Stonefist. Take Kennex Caltrel into custody. And release Assistant Kinnit. I need her on the bridge."

"Yes, sir," came the reply.

Now to find out who did this.
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Kinnit found herself back on the bridge shortly. Her eyes were red-rimmed and her uniform was not as crisp as she usually kept it. She'd passed Captain Caltrel--well, not Captain anymore, apparently--on her way out. He'd made a point of not even looking at her.

"Assistant Kinnit, glad you're here," Grimthorn said as she entered the bridge. He turned and saluted her. "Excellent work as my Voice."

Behind him, the massive bridge screen was filled with scans and imagery of the ruined planet. Her lower lip trembled, and her eyes filled again as her battered emotions took in the scope of destruction.

"Sir, what..."

He quickly briefed her on the situation.

"We need to track down who did this. The trajectory of the asteroid is easy enough to figure out. We'll sniff up the backtrail and scan for anything unusual. Energy signatures, propulsion exhaust, anything that will give us a clue."

"Yes, sir." Her voice quavered. She felt a strong hand rest on her shoulder. She looked up into Grimthorn's face. He gazed down at her with a haggard look.

"You've had a tough day. I know. I will make it up to you somehow. But we need to find whoever did this, and keep them from ever doing it again."

For a strange moment, she wanted to rest her face on his strong hand. Instead, she nodded and took a deep breath.

"I'm here to help, sir."

He removed his hand from her shoulder.

"Sir," Lieutenant Renning called, "the rest of the fleet is arriving."

"Good timing. Let's form up in a diamond formation, prepare to sweep. Nav, lay in a course to track back to where the asteroid came from."

Grimthorn frowned.

"I only wish we had more ships. It may look like a lot, but it's shockingly easy to miss clues. There's a lot of space in space."

Kinnit looked at the planned formation.

"Sir, couldn't we spread the fleet out more? The scanners have more range than that. We could put a few hundred miles between each ship."

Grimthorn shook his head.

"The fleet has to stay in contact. Our broad-burst scanners attenuate over a few hundred thousand miles. By overlaying the signal from all our ships, we can treat the entire fleet as one big scanner.

"The problem," he continued, "is that if we spread out too much further, we'll lose signal to the edges of the fleet. We need to keep in contact in case someone finds something, or if somebody runs into trouble."

"But sir," she said, "the edges of the fleet don't need to be in contact directly. If we spread out so that the nearest ship is halfway to the edge of the scanner's comms range, they can still keep in contact. Have every ship relay data closer to the center of the formation, and pretty soon it will get to us."

Admiral Stonefist grimaced.

"See, this is why I need you, Kinnit." He shook his head. "I didn't even think of that."

He popped up some alternate formations on the main screen.

"And if we make a circle formation instead of diamond, even the ships on the edge will have three points of contact for communication. We'll be able to sweep hundreds of thousands more miles at a time."

"Thank you, sir. I'm glad I could help."

He looked down at her and opened his mouth to say something. But after a moment, he closed it again.

"Let's go find them," he said instead.


FIFTEEN
THE DEADLIEST FORMATION


Sweeping a sector for energy signatures, Kinnit decided, was the most boring work in the Imperium.

Not that she was unhappy about it. Being a good Assistant meant doing the boring jobs just as well as the fun ones. And given the breakneck pace of recent events, boring was kind of nice.

For a little while.

Grimthorn was right, there was a lot of space in space. The fleet was spread out in a formation thousands of miles across, scanning for any clue about who had destroyed the Krivax homeworld.

"Sir!" Lieutenant Renning called. "We've got a vessel on scan!"

"What is it, Lieutenant?" Grimthorn asked.

"The patrol ship ISS StarWatcher reports what appears to be a Terran commercial light cruiser. It looks like it was probably protection for a merchant fleet."

"Comms, see if you can contact them," Grimthorn said. "And let's do a deep scan on them, make sure it's not a Trojan horse of some kind."

Kinnit peered closely at the scanner data for the cruiser as it came up on the screen. She frowned at it. Something about the data was bothering her, but she couldn't quite put her finger on it.

"Sir, we're not reading any lifeforms on board," Lieutenant Renning said. "No response to comms. She looks to have some battle damage. Should we converge?"

"No, just send a boarding party. They could be a victim of circumstance. Looks like they came across whoever was towing the asteroid, so it's probably full of dead people."

"Sir..." Kinnit said slowly.

Admiral Stonefist stopped immediately.

"Yes?"

"Look at that scan. Don't those mass readings seem off to you?"

"Could be they're carrying extra munitions, or maybe cargo. That would increase the density."

"No, I mean... doesn't it seem awfully light for a cruiser?"

Grimthorn frowned.

"Now that you mention it... yes. That seems off. Even dry, they should mass more than that. Renning, tell them to scan that ship again."

"Yes, sir."

A few minutes later, more data scrolled onto the main screen.

Grimthorn frowned.

"Well, hold on, now that's way too dense. Lieutenant, have StarWatcher function-check their scanners. That cruiser didn't suddenly pack on that much mass in five minutes."

A quiet moment passed on the bridge as messages were relayed back and forth.

"Function check is clean, sir. They're sending another reading."

The new data came up.

"Well now it's lighter than it was the first time," Kinnit said. "It can't possibly be changing its mass--"

Admiral Stonefist slammed the emergency all-fleet signal.

"All ships, evade! Get away from that cruiser! It's a mass-chain bomb! Evade! Evade!"

The fleet broke away from the cruiser in slow motion. But because of the spread of the formation, the message had to be relayed from ship to ship. Kinnit watched in horror as the ISS StarWatcher continued to approach the cruiser.

"They must have wired the ship's reactor to the mass-chain bomb," Grimthorn said. "They turned the ship's entire mass into reaction matter. If the StarWatcher gets too close..."

It was clear from the video feed when StarWatcher got the message. Everyone on the bridge watched in silence as she applied full reverse thrusters. StarWatcher was light and nimble for a ship, but a ship still took time to redirect. She turned away from the cruiser, trying desperately to get some distance.

"Pull away," Kinnit begged, tears forming in her eyes. "Please p--"

A reaction arc like a bolt of yellow lightning leapt from the cruiser and smashed into StarWatcher's flank. Crackles of energy shot forth from the StarWatcher, seeking more mass.

"No!" Kinnit shouted. But the reaction tore through StarWatcher. Panels shredded away, dissipating into energy. The contents of the ship blew out into space from dozens of breaches. The structure of the ship, now visible, glowed and melted. Within seconds, the entire ship sublimated into the cold vacuum of space. She was gone, with her entire crew.

"Any other losses?" Grimthorn said tightly. "Did it jump to any other ships?"

"None, sir," Lieutenant Renning said. He sounded like he was on the verge of being sick. "Only the ISS StarWatcher was--was destroyed."

Admiral Stonefist took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He stayed silent for a second, then opened his eyes, leaned forward and pressed the comms button.

"Ships, return to formation," he said, his voice steady and clear. "We'll have a time of silence to honor the fallen at 1300 hours. Until then, continue scanning."

"Sir," Kinnit said, struggling to keep her tears in check, "permission to leave the bridge?"

Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist looked down at her with a face that matched his name.

"Permission denied, Assistant. We will grieve at 1300 hours. Until then, we have to find the perpetrators of this."

"Understood, sir." She swallowed hard and tried her best to focus.

"This was a trap laid for us," he said. "I want deep scans of all surrounding space. Something has to be--"

"Energy signature, sir," Lieutenant Renning interrupted. "We found particulate exhaust nearby."

"Get those scans to Data Processing. Look for a match to any known classes of vessels."

Grimthorn frowned.

"Particulate exhaust is unusual. It takes a messy reactor to leave any mass behind. But I know one species that uses some of the dirtiest reaction drives in existence."

"Data processing reports a match, sir," Kinnit said.

"Oryndrax," he said at the same time she did.

Admiral Stonefist frowned.

"This doesn't make any sense. The bugs don't have anywhere near the technology needed to make a mass-chain bomb. And their craft are barely spaceworthy as it is, there's no way they could snag and tow an asteroid. Somebody's helping them. Directing them."

They carried on the scan for a couple more hours, but nothing more of interest was discovered.
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At 1300 hours, a horn echoed through every ship in the fleet. Every crewman stopped what they were doing and stood at attention. They held a salute as the names of each serviceman that had died aboard the StarWatcher--all 78 names--were read out. Then Anthem Imperium was played, followed by the traditional funeral march.

Kinnit and Admiral Stonefist stood on the captain's dais as the dead were honored. Admiral Stonefist stared into the distance with grim stoicism. Kinnit tried to match his strength, but her lower lip trembled, and tears spilled freely over her cheeks.

As the last haunting notes of the funeral march died away, Admiral Stonefist dropped his salute.

"Lieutenant Renning, you have the bridge. Assistant Kinnit, let's get back to the office."

The walk to his office had never seemed so long. The mood on the ship was somber, and the usual bustle was muted. Kinnit refused to look anyone in the eye for fear of weeping openly in public.

When they finally arrived at his office, and the door closed behind them, she broke. With a loud sob, she threw her arms around his waist, bawling.

"Sir! I'm sorry! I'm sorry! I killed them!"

Grimthorn lifted his arms in shock, initially to push her away, but as he watched her soaking his uniform with her tears, he relaxed and put his arms around her. She clung tightly to him and cried loudly. He patted her back and made soothing sounds as best he knew how. He was not practiced at being comforting.

After a long while, her sobs tapered off. She scrubbed at her eyes and took a deep, shaky breath to regain some equanimity. She stepped back from Grimthorn. She sniffed loudly and cleared her throat.

"Sir, I'd like to sing a song for the dead. But it's a Kobold song and a Kobold tradition. Do you think it would be appropriate?"

"Kinnit, this is the Imperium, home to 10,000 species. Our grief is an honor to them, whether it's Kobold, Terran, or anything else."

He stood at attention and saluted.

She nodded. She turned toward the portal, lifted her face, and clasped her hands. Pursing her lips, she began a long, slow, lilting song, hooting and cooing. The strong, pure tones of her voice filled his office, haunting and sweet, evoking emotions of love and pain and lost joy.

As her tribute drew to a close, Grimthorn relaxed his salute, and had to rub at his eyes. She held her singing stance for a bit, staring at the portal. Tears still ran down her cheeks.

"How do you apologize to the dead, Admiral?" she asked in a tiny voice.

"You don't."

She recoiled from his blunt reply and looked up at him. Now he was staring at the portal.

"You do the best you can while everyone's alive, is what you do. But what do you have to apologize to them for?"

"Sir," she whispered, "don't pretend like you don't know. It was my plan. The formation I recommended. The ship-to-ship relay..." She gave a half-sob, half-laugh. "I was so proud of the idea. But it slowed comms down so much. If they'd been in comms range, we could have pulled them back in time. They wouldn't have--" She stopped, her mouth stuck open, unable to continue.

"Maybe," Grimthorn said. "But do you know what would have happened if we'd been in a standard formation?"

"Sir?"

Grimthorn sighed.

"It was a trap, Kinnit. Specifically for us. They knew we'd investigate. They knew we'd try to trace the source of the asteroid. And that we'd find the cruiser. Do you know how a mass-chain bomb works?"

She mutely shook her head.

"I've never heard of one."

"Not surprising. The technology's banned in the Imperium. The science folks could give you the details, but a mass-chain bomb creates a... a kind of pocket of negative mass. Now negative mass seeks out mass to attach to. You with me so far?"

She nodded.

"So it's attracted to mass. You give that neg mass enough of a kick of energy, and it'll actually spread further, attach to mass even further away. Attach it to a major power source and you can have it react over hundreds of miles of hard vacuum."

"A power source like a ship's reactor," she said.

"Exactly. Plus, you can use the reactor to keep your negative mass pocket stable until you're ready to unleash it. That's why the cruiser's mass readings kept changing. It was fluctuating as it struggled to keep the reaction from starting. Then when another mass gets close enough, it overcomes the stabilization and jumps the gap."

"It's like a mine. Get too close, and the reaction starts." She looked at the floor, downcast. "So that's how they destroyed StarWatcher."

He laid a comforting hand on her shoulder.

"That's not all. Once the negative mass destroys regular mass, the energy of that reaction drives another surge of power to reach out for more mass."

She gasped as the realization hit her.

"Kinnit, that trap wasn't designed to destroy an Imperial ship. It was designed to destroy an Imperial fleet."

She trembled.

"If we had been in standard formation," he continued, "we'd have been close enough for the mass-chain reaction to jump from ship to ship. And every ship it consumed would have given it power to jump to more ships. It would have relayed, just like our comms. That's why they let the bugs fly the mission, even with their dirty exhaust. Why bother covering your tracks when everybody searching for you is dead?"

Kinnit drew in a shaky breath.

"Who even thinks of using a weapon like that?" she asked.

"The bugs, apparently," he said. "And whoever's holding their leash. But we'll stop them."

He crossed his arms and glared at the portal.

"And we'll make them sorry they ever thought to attack the Imperium."

He turned back to her.

"But Kinnit, know this. Any time you walk the halls of this ship, or any ship of the Ninth Fleet, I want you to look every person you meet in the eye. It's because of you they're not dead. Every person in this fleet owes you their lives. Including me... again. Thank you."

Her throat constricted at his words. Far from bringing her comfort, they highlighted the weight of the responsibility she carried.

Was this what it took to bring her people to the stars?

"I can't... can't do it," she said.

"You can. You're stronger than you know."

"I don't want to be the strong one anymore," she whispered, her voice too quiet for him to hear.


SIXTEEN
STARTING AGAIN


Lieutenant Dol crept down the dimly lit aisles of the Data Archives. He was jumpy, peering around at each sound or perceived movement.

The Data Archives were the ship's memory, stored in long rows of monolithic data banks. They recorded everything that happened on the ship, along with a copy of the Codex Imperium, a vast array of knowledge the Imperium had about species, planets, star charts, jumphole lanes, technical specs--every bit of data needed to run a modern starship.

Dol technically had clearance to be in the Archives, but with what he was planning to do, he absolutely did not want anybody who could say they'd seen him there. Fortunately, the front station of the Data Archives was rarely manned. The lazy techs were doing him a favor without realizing it.

He arrived at one of the data banks he was looking for. It was a featureless gray monolith, eight feet tall and ominous. He opened the front of the cabinet, exposing a mess of ports, cables, and incomprehensible hardware. Nestled inside it was a glossy black square a foot across.

He pulled out his scanner--modified now, so that it didn't have his personnel identifier on it--and plugged it into one of the ports in the data bank. The interface lit up as it scanned.

With tight lips, he spun through the data. In this case, it was a series of security recordings. He rolled back a few weeks to the day he had let the Qhall assassin on board, and selected all the security footage from the entire ship that had him in it.

He poked a button on his scanner, and a soft green point of light appeared on the otherwise featureless square in the data bank.

From his pocket, he drew two small cylinders. They looked almost like flashlights. He held one on the top of the cube, and one on the side. Tiny lasers shone from the cylinders, shining through the interior of the cube, glowing brightly where the two beams intersected.

Slowly and carefully, he slid the cylinders along the edges until the intersection of the lasers was directly over the green light on the square. He pushed a button on one of the cylinders, and suddenly his scanner filled with gibberish.

Now, instead of a list of security vids showing on his scanner, the interface was filled with errors: "Data corrupted", "Video not found", "Data stream interrupted."

The data was destroyed. And since it hadn't been done through the software, there would be no record of the deletion.

Lieutenant Dol let out a small breath of relief.

This was not part of what the dark figure had instructed him to do, but Dol had decided that he was going to take care of himself first.

On the same day's security video recordings, he selected out all the recordings of Kinnit, as well.

Same process: a light on the square lit up; he aligned the cylinders and pressed the button. Scrambled errors filled his scanner.

There. If worse came to worst, it would be easy enough to pin things on the SS. She probably deserved it, in any case.

He disconnected his scanner and closed up the unit. He hunted for the next data bank he needed.

The next one was deeper in the archives, in the long-term storage. He had to search for quite a while, but finally found the unit. He opened it up, hooked in, and began searching for data.

He found what he was looking for, and as before, destroyed it.

Lieutenant Dol didn't know why the dark figure wanted him to destroy the ship's data on the Oryndrax. They could just refresh it next time they hit a starport. But he couldn't question his orders.

He started searching for the last data bank he needed, over where the personnel records were stored. But the lights in the Data Archives came on. His heart shot into his throat, and he scuttled to a back area. He could hear the footsteps of someone, probably one of the techs.

The steps drew closer to his position. He could hear the tech in the next row of data banks.

Dol's middle knotted with tension. He stepped as silently as he could down his row of data banks, trying to judge where the tech was. The tech's footfalls stopped, and Dol heard the clattering sound of the tech pulling something off their toolbelt.

Biting his lip bloody, Lieutenant Dol crept backward. His feet caught on each other, and he just barely managed to keep from falling. The clattering of tools stopped. Lieutenant Dol held his breath.

After a nail-biting minute of silence, activity picked back up on the other side of the data banks. Dol silently made his way to the end of the row, and slipped away, escaping the Data Archives, nearly weeping with relief.

Later. He'd finish his task later.
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Admiral Stonefist marched down the corridor of the ISS Pilum Magnus, Admiral Balia's ship, with Kinnit in tow. He was drinking his stasis mug of coffee and frowning.

Surely this meeting of the Order of the Spear would go more smoothly than the last.

He paused at the door to the meeting room, and took a deep breath. He handed his mug to Kinnit and looked over at the other Assistants clustered nearby. He pursed his lips and walked in.

Kinnit smiled nervously at the other Assistants. They turned away and carried on their conversation.

"Hi," she said. She had taken several classes on Naval etiquette, but unfortunately, none of them covered how to casually express "I'm sorry my boss punched you in the face."

"I'm Kinnit," she said, holding out her hand to Lieutenant Voth.

Lieutenant Voth was not so rude as to refuse an outstretched hand, but his eyes slid over to the closed chamber door.

"I... don't know if I should be talking to you," he said.

She colored.

"I'm so sorry about what happened last time." she said. "Admiral Stonefist was under a lot of stress, and he reacted poorly. I apologize. Can we... start again?" she asked.

Her hand still hung out in the air, waiting. Voth gingerly reached out and shook her hand. She beamed at him.

"I'm Lieutenant Voth, Assistant to Admiral Cora Din. This," he said, pointing to a young man who was perhaps slightly rounder than was strictly within Navy fitness guidelines, "is Lieutenant Daos, Assistant to Admiral Balia. And this is Lieutenant Solborne," he said, indicating the thin, pinch-faced female. "Assistant to Admiral Lander."

"Thank you," she said. "It's wonderful to meet you all. And I'm Assistant to Admiral Stonefist. Ah, but I guess you know that."

"I remember," Voth said, rubbing his face.

Kinnit blushed heavily.

"I'm sorry," she said.

"Voth, stop picking on her," Daos said. He stepped forward and shook her hand. "He's fine. He's gotten off worse in the taverns on Mirin. This time, at least, he got two days off and drinking money for the next weekend."

"Daos--" Voth began warningly, but Daos waved him off.

"Don't worry about it," Daos continued. "Voth here was just trying to suck up to Admiral Stonefist, and he did it badly."

Lieutenant Solborne snorted loudly.

"I'll say," she said in a nasally voice. She came over and shook Kinnit's hand. "I'm Solborne. If you like doing something besides drinking and getting in fights, I'm the only one here worth talking to. These idiots don't know what a good time is."

Kinnit giggled.

"Solborne, your idea of a good time is reading ship specs. I don't want to hear it," Voth said.

"At least my technical manuals don't beat me up for hitting on them."

"Hey, that girl was very nice. Right up until the violence."

"Voth," Daos interjected, "as your friend, I have to tell you, even after the beating you looked better than her."

Kinnit put both hands over her mouth to stifle another giggle.

Voth stepped forward.

"Kinnit, I accept your apology, and I apologize for what I--what I said about you."

"It's... okay. It's nothing worse than what the Admiral's said to me."

They shared a moment of awkward silence. Voth finally broke it.

"What's... what's it like working for him? I've gotta admit, I was surprised he had an SS as his Assistant."

"Oh, it's wonderful," she said, her eyes lighting up. The rest of the Assistants looked at her dubiously, but she carried on, all unaware. "He has incredible focus, and such a creative mind. He thinks fast on his feet in a crisis. He's almost exactly like the hero I imagined him to be from the stories."

She rubbed the back of her head and chuckled nervously.

"When he's in action, that is. On a day-to-day basis, he can be a little rough around the edges," she admitted.

"I bet," Voth said.

"And sometimes, especially in a situation, he has a solution in mind, but he doesn't always take the time to make sure everyone understands it. He just expects people to do what he says."

"Sounds rough."

"But he cares so much about the people of the Imperium! He's honorable and strong. He's the very ideal of the Imperium!"

Daos laughed.

"You sound like Voth," he said. "He's been worshiping Admiral Stonefist from afar for years."

"Don't be stupid," Voth said. "It's not like that. But she's right. He is the true ideal of the Imperium. Who wouldn't be awed by the hero of Arcturus?"

"Oooh, maybe don't mention Arcturus to him," Kinnit said. "It makes him grumpy."

Voth's eyebrows popped up.

"Really? Why? If I saved a planet full of people, I'd want everyone to know about it."

Kinnit shrugged.

"I don't know. He just gets upset about it."

"Weird," Voth said. A sudden thought occurred to him. "Kinnit, when he gets upset, does he... hurt you?"

"What? No! Oh, no, not ever! Nothing like that at all!"

Voth nodded.

"Okay. That's good to know."

"Yeah," Solborne interjected. "Voth would hate to have to take down his shrine to Admiral Stonefist."

"What?! It is not a shrine! It's one picture, one! And it's on my wall of all the great Admirals of history!"

"Sure, but only Admiral Stonefist's has smooch marks on it."

"See, Kinnit, this is the kind of nonsense these idiots spout. This is why I drink."

They shared a good laugh and carried on, getting to know one another.
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Admiral Stonefist sat in the meeting room, stiff but not furious. Today's meeting had actually gone rather smoothly. Especially compared to the last one.

Cora Din and Lander had been less nitpicky than usual. After discussion of the assassination attempt and the imprisonment of former Captain Caltrel, they'd been almost magnanimous. Even Admiral Balia had been more alert than usual, though he still didn't contribute much.

They wrapped up their Council business, and Admirals Cora Din and Lander packed up and left. Grimthorn stayed behind, sorting out his notes on his scanner for a minute. He paused and stared off into the distance.

"How goes it, young Grimthorn?"

Admiral Stonefist started at Balia's creaky interjection. Balia rarely even responded to a conversation any more, let alone started one.

His voice was hoarse and thin, but behind it, Grimthorn could still hear the steel that it had once held many years ago. And Balia was probably the only person in the Navy who would dare to call him "young Grimthorn." But it technically still fit, since Balia was at least forty years older than him.

"Huh?" Grimthorn responded. "Oh, just, you know, juggling a lot."

Admiral Balia nodded sagely.

"Mmm. Bad things afoot. Conspiracies. Plots. War."

Grimthorn frowned.

"Yes," he replied. "Something's going on out there. Lots of incidents have been cropping up lately, and I can't help but feel that they're all connected somehow. But I don't know enough to know who's involved, or to figure out what they're even after. If I could get anything, even just a fingernail's grip on what's actually happening..."

Balia nodded.

"You wish it were simple again, don't you, young Grimthorn? You wish everyone shared your principles. Protect the weak. Save those in distress. Bring honor to the Imperium. But it's all gotten too big. Too much money. People don't join the Navy to help others any more, they want an easy path to a fat retirement."

Admiral Stonefist's mouth hung open. That was the longest speech he'd heard from Admiral Balia in years.

"I'm in full agreement with you, sir. What we do, it used to mean something. We used to really help people. But now I'm relegated to shuffling data and slips around all day. Just another bureaucrat."

Admiral Balia smiled.

"But you haven't been acting like a bureaucrat lately, have you? That's why things have gotten so fierce. You've remembered that you are a warrior. And you've been acting like it."

Admiral Stonefist paused, turning Balia's words over in his mind. Admiral Balia chortled.

"I wonder what's changed to make you act like this?" he said.

Grimthorn, stunned, could not think of anything to say.


SEVENTEEN
PUTTING IT TOGETHER


The following day, Admiral Stonefist and Kinnit sat in his office. She'd imprinted a lot of data on slips so they could rearrange them as they talked.

"Okay," Grimthorn said. "Let's lay out the elements of what's been happening lately."

Kinnit nodded, eager to get started. Her hands hovered over her scanner, ready to type.

"First, there was the Insectoid attack on the outpost in Yellow Dog sector. They tried for an overwhelming attack, to destroy the outpost before they could raise an alarm. Probably so they could get access to Vylar space without anybody knowing."

Kinnit paused her typing.

"But that's dealing with motivations, sir," Kinnit said. "It's speculative. We should stick to known facts for now."

Grimthorn nodded.

"Fair enough. So. Bugs attack the outpost. Because of that we uncovered that the Stone Pirates had been stealing Vylar fighters and selling them to the bugs. Based on the records we reviewed, that's been happening for years."

"So the fighters we destroyed, that's not going to be the last we see of Insectoids piloting Vylar fighters, right, sir?" Kinnit asked.

Admiral Stonefist sighed.

"Probably not. Who knows how many thousands of fighters have been sold?" He frowned. "It's not clear to me why the bugs were buying Vylar fighters. They have their own fighters, the only thing the Vylar--"

She paused typing again.

"Let's focus, sir. Just get the facts out on the table."

"Right, right. Then there was the assassination attempt." He bristled, remembering it. "There was a Qhall assassin on board my ship. It's almost certain that someone on board smuggled him in. Which means we have a traitor on the ISS Swordheart." His hands clenched into fists. "And traitors are like roaches, for every one you see, there are ten more that you don't. Probably retribution for stopping the bug attack on Yellow--"

He glanced at Kinnit, who raised an eyebrow at him.

"But let's stay focused on facts for the moment. While I was out of commission, Kennex Caltrel, formerly Captain Caltrel, refused to respond to a distress call. Thanks to the brave efforts of my Assistant, we were able to respond, and discovered that the Krivax homeworld had been destroyed. And while sniffing up the backtrail we found that an elaborate trap had been laid, designed to break the back of the Ninth Fleet."

"Do you think, sir, that Captain Caltrel--sorry, Mr. Caltrel," she amended as he glared at her, "knew about the mass-chain bomb? And that's why he didn't want to respond?"

"Almost certainly. Which means he's got a line on what the traitors are up to. But he wasn't a fan of a plan that would get him blown up. So either he's a cowardly traitor that couldn't follow through, or he's a traitor for knowing about what was going on without reporting it."

"Has any good come from interrogating him, sir?"

"Not yet. When we get back to the CenCom we're going to turn him over to the Cryptographers."

She shuddered, and unconsciously fingered the collar bound to her skin. She'd only had the one interaction with a Cryptographer, and that had been a brief and friendly one, as those things went. But she was in no rush to meet another Cryptographer.

"Is that necessary, sir? The Cryptographers can be--"

He held up a hand.

"Believe me, Assistant, I would not lightly put anyone into their hands. I hate the very idea of letting them have a man of the fleet. But I hate the idea of traitors on my ship even more."

She nodded sadly.

"I understand."

"Anyway, the attack on the Krivax homeworld was accomplished by towing an asteroid, and the trap was a mass-chain bomb. Both of those things are well beyond the bugs' technical capability."

"Yes, sir." Kinnit typed some more into her scanner.

"So. Outpost attack, pirates, assassination, Krivax attack, and trap. It's been a busy time."

"Are we sure they're all related, sir?"

"If nothing else, the Oryndrax are certainly up to something. You might get me to believe that they could figure out how to buy Vylar fighters from pirates, but Krivax? Leaving aside the technology, that kind of scheme is light-years beyond their ability to plan."

He steepled his fingers.

"The bugs aren't planners or strategists. The problems we've had with them have mostly been raids, and those have been in fairly predictable sectors. All this activity is new territory for them."

"Could they be learning? Maybe making a play for a few extra stars of their own?"

Grimthorn made a face.

"It's possible. But Krivax, the mass-chain bomb--none of this is like them. Their strength is in their overwhelming numbers. They breed ferociously fast, and their home-built fighters are so cheap that they barely hold together. Our strategists estimate they lose 10-15% of their fighters in combat because they simply come apart under the strain of high-speed combat maneuvers. It seems unlikely that they're making this drastic a shift all of a sudden."

"So someone is directing them and supplying them," Kinnit said. "But what do the Oryndrax get out of it?"

"Good question. Food, probably. Another planet to infest, maybe. It's probably not important. What is important is figuring out who is helping the bugs."

"Well, all three of their recent maneuvers would have done a good bit of damage to the Imperium. But not critically."

"Right, but remember, a war is not just fought on the front lines. It's also fought by the morale of the people at home."

Kinnit frowned.

"I don't understand."

Grimthorn raised a finger.

"First, Yellow Dog sector. If the Oryndrax had taken that outpost, they'd have had weeks to bring in ships unnoticed. They would have spread all through Vylar space. Remember that the bugs are mostly raiders. They'd have been able to raid into any of the sectors bordering the Vylar. Not much damage militarily, but now you've got dozens of sectors of civilians that are nervously watching the skies."

He raised a second finger.

"Second, Krivax. They destroyed a homeworld utterly. It was crude and it was aimed at an unprotected planet, but combine that with raids by the bugs, and people start thinking that maybe the Imperium isn't as safe as they thought."

Kinnit nodded, seeing where things were going.

"Third, the trap. I flatter us that the destruction of the Ninth Fleet would have been a devastating blow. But not nearly as devastating as the loss of confidence from civilians. Realistically, the safety of the Imperium is held by the hundreds of thousands of outposts, stations, and small fleets. There's a reason the Ninth Fleet is called the spear of the Imperium, and not the shield. The Imperium's shield is a galaxy wide and employs more people than any hundred planets you could name."

"I see," Kinnit said. "Militarily, the Imperium would have been fine. But the real crisis would have been at home."

"Exactly. Can you imagine? 'There are raids all over the place, they can't protect their planets, and now they've lost the entire Ninth Fleet!'"

He rubbed his eyes.

"The next problem," he said, "is that we hold the outlying territories mostly by their good graces. We could put down one or two revolts, but if there were a crisis of confidence, if people thought we couldn't respond militarily..."

"There could be massive revolts across the galaxy," she breathed.

"Exactly. And the more star systems revolted, the more that would feed into the idea that the Imperium is crumbling."

"It is not crumbling!" she shouted, jumping to her feet. Tears stood in her eyes. "The Imperium is the greatest force for good the universe has ever seen!"

Grimthorn chuckled nervously and made a calming gesture.

"It's not crumbling," he said. "But someone is trying hard to make it look that way."

"That would be awful," Kinnit said, imagining the image of the Imperium tarnished so deeply by a few cleverly timed plots. "But who would do all that? And why?"

"If it's an external threat, it's a prelude to war. Weaken the home front, and you take the starch out of the fighting men. Along with funding and support. And there are plenty of species out there that would love to take a bite out of us. But this nuanced of an attack suggests that whoever's behind it understands the Imperium well."

"So an internal threat, then," she said.

"Probably," he replied.

"Why would someone inside the Imperium want to destroy it?"

"Well, I don't know that they do. It wouldn't destroy the Imperium, necessarily. There's a lot of ruin in an empire. But it would significantly weaken her. The reasons could be any number of things. Setting up their own fiefdom. Making a play to be the next Emperor. It's hard to say."

Kinnit frowned, her normally-cheery features taking on a set cast.

"Well, I think we should watch for anyone who's trying to make good out of this," she said. "Who stands to gain?"

"That's a good thought."

Kinnit made some more notes. Grimthorn sighed heavily, shook his head, and stared at the floor. Kinnit could see his dark thoughts taking hold.

"But it's all too much," he said. "There are too many people in it for themselves. The Imperium's gotten so big, and everybody hates us. There's so much rottenness. Whoever's doing this... maybe they're right. Maybe it's time for the next thing."

Kinnit stood to her feet, trembling with rage.

"Sir, with all due respect, you will never say that in my presence again! The Imperium is a powerful force for good! And it's more than just a government, or a navy, or an administration. It's a philosophy! A transcendent way of thinking! Imagine, at what other point in history could so many species come together, work together, create so many wonderful things together? And there's still war, but at what other point in history has there been so much peace? Most of the star systems in the Imperium have not known war in generations!"

She pointed a quivering finger at him.

"And who protects the weak? Who grows young species, like the Kobolds? My people are blessed by the Imperium every day, and you dare to despair?"

Grimthorn, taken aback by her outburst, sat up straight. Some iron returned to his spine.

"Even the noblest aspects of the Imperium are rooted in blood and fire," he said. "We didn't expand the borders by asking nicely."

"But the Imperium has done so much for so many! I know it's not perfect, but how can you even think for a moment that it's worth giving up on? Hasn't the Imperium done so much for you?"

Grimthorn smiled tiredly.

"It has, I suppose. But I wonder if I haven't just been gaining advantage at the expense of others, as well."

She pursed her lips, annoyed.

Grimthorn's mind wandered to the past.
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Dogsquat scrambled to the top of a heap of trash, clinging to an old power converter with his sickly-thin arms, and peered around.

"All clear," he whispered.

Three other children crept from the shadows and began sifting through the garbage.

They'd come from the forest to hunt for food. The forest provided some, but acorns were not really filling, and were a lot of work to eat. Mushrooms were nice, but dangerous. They'd tried some snares, but there weren't really enough animals left to reliably feed themselves from.

The garbage pits, on the other hand, had rarer but juicier finds. Sometimes the entire gang could feast on moldy vegetables, spoiled dairy, or occasionally, wonder of wonders, packaged foods.

The garbage pits were more generous, but more dangerous. Usually they were pretty safe if you avoided Pirate Day--the one day a month the Bloody Thorn Pirates came down for their food and supplies. But sometimes they came in the middle of the month, if they had a bunch of raids lined up that altered the schedule. Or sometimes they showed up just because they liked scaring and dominating the people of Dorvalla.

Dogsquat scrambled down to search with his gang.

They were mostly quiet. Only the gentle rustle and clank of trash carefully being moved around broke the still dusk air. There was an occasional huff of excitement as an edible morsel or valuable scrap was found.

The night air was split by a gobbling scream.

Dogsquat froze in place. It was the only smart move. Maybe they wouldn't find him, too.

But the screaming continued. It sounded like Slapgut, the tallest member of the gang. And now there was laughing.

His instincts screamed against it, but he crept around until he could see. Slapgut was thrashing, his thin limbs flailing and his long, greasy hair held firmly in a pirate's grip. The rest of the gang had already scattered.

The pirate himself was impossibly tall, with rough skin and a scruffy beard, dressed in ragged clothes that had been military at one point.

"I've found me a new crewmate!" the pirate crowed. "We lose so many of the new ones, but you look healthy. You'll last, I bet."

Slapgut squealed in raw terror, the whites of his eyes showing.

Dogsquat turned and crept away, as he'd done so many times before, leaving the unfortunate member of his gang to his fate with the pirates. Just like he did with his parents. Just like he did with his sister.

At least, that's what he intended to do.

He barely even realized he'd made a decision before he was charging at the pirate and flying through the air, clawing at his face. A fist like a star destroyer smashed Dogsquat to the ground.

Slapgut twisted hard and broke free, leaving a hank of hair in the pirate's fist. Roaring, the pirate grabbed Dogsquat by the throat.

"A greater treasure knocks the lesser out of my hand," the pirate cackled. "Now there's a new thing. Your spirit will serve you well among the Bloody Thorns!"

Dogsquat spat in his face and tried to tear the immovable fingers from his throat.

"Never! I will fight, and fight, and fight! I'll never be one of you!"

"Ah, they all say that. Every one. And every one becomes a Bloody Thorn." The pirate shrugged. "Or they die."

Dogsquat fixed him with a flat stare.

"I won't become a pirate. And I won't die. I'll kill all of you."

The child radiated rage, hate, and indefatigable determination. The pirate's snide grin faltered.

"And what makes you think you're any different?"

"My grandfather was a mason," Dogsquat said, "and you pirates killed him. My father was a mason, and you killed him. My mother, you killed her. And my sister you took away on your ships."

That unsettling stare drilled into the pirate's eyes.

"I am Dogsquat Stonefist, and I vow with my whole life, whatever it takes, no matter what I have to do, I will kill every pirate in the galaxy. Starting with you."

The pirate scoffed, less convincingly than before.

Pale streaks suddenly appeared across the darkening sky. The pirate stared up, slack jawed.

"Oh, no," he said, dropping Dogsquat. "They found us."


EIGHTEEN
MEMORIES OF BATTLE


"We covered our tracks!" the pirate cried as Dogsquat scampered away. "How did they find us?"

The streaks of light grew in number as more landing shuttles entered the atmosphere.

A loud crack sounded, and the pirate dropped to the ground, screaming. His left leg flopped unnaturally as he thrashed.

Dogsquat stood over him, holding a length of pipe in one hand.

"What are you doing?" the pirate screamed, scooting back. "The Imperium is coming! They kill everybody!"

Dogsquat's expression remained flat.

"Then that means they kill pirates," he said. "And that's good enough for me."

Dogsquat raised the pipe to make good on his promise.
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Dogsquat arrived at the Imperial forward landing base. Quick-set tents were scattered around, and gleaming ships rested on the ground nearby. Men in clean, crisp uniforms bustled around.

He shifted his shoulders. They ached abominably, as did his legs. He'd found some rope and lashed the dead pirate's shoulders to his, tying himself together with the pirate, back-to-back so he could drag him around. He'd pulled the pirate's body all the way from the garbage pit to this outpost.

The ropes cut into his shoulders. They were raw and bleeding, his blood mingling with the blood that the pirate was still leaking. With the dragging, the pirate's pants, which had not been a good fit in the first place, were pulled down his legs as Dogsquat walked for miles, then down around his feet, then off entirely.

He arrived at the entrance. A soldier with a long, sinister blaster rifle eyed him uncertainly.

"You can't come in here, son," the soldier said.

"I want to see the boss," Dogsquat said. "Every gang has a boss, and I want to see the boss."

This was a new experience for the soldier. After a little arguing, the soldier checked him for weapons, then pointed him toward the center of the base.

Dogsquat grimly pushed forward, dragging his ghastly cargo. Whenever someone challenged him, he'd reiterate that he only wanted to see the boss, and they'd point him further in.

As it turns out, when you're a child dragging a half-naked corpse around, people are only too happy to let someone else deal with you.

Finally, he arrived at the center of the base. A table had been set up on open ground. It was covered with maps and slips. It was flanked by serious-looking men in uniforms, and behind the table sat a stern, broad man with a face like a chisel.

"So you're the one causing a stir on my base," said the stern man.

"Are you the boss?" Dogsquat asked.

"You could say that. Who are you?"

"I brought you a pirate," Dogsquat said, dropping the body. "A dead one."

The stern man nodded. He gave the body a brief look, then waved at one of his lieutenants, who began dragging the body away.

"That's mighty grim, young man."

"I heard you kill pirates."

The stern man nodded slowly, a thoughtful look on his face.

"We do that on occasion. We've been hunting the Bloody Thorn Pirates for years. I'm glad we finally found their supply station here. I take it you're one of the locals?"

Dogsquat's muscles screamed as his back straightened, and his shoulders were on fire.

"I'm Dogsquat Stonefist. I want to join you and kill pirates."

"I'm pleased to meet you, young Stonefist. I am Captain Balia of the ISS Bellerophon. Tell me, why do you want to kill pirates?"

"Because they hurt people, and take their things."

Captain Balia nodded.

"Where are your parents?"

A hot ball of tears began to rise in Dogsquat, but he swallowed them hard and kept his face stony.

"Ain't got any."

"And how old are you?"

"Fourteen." Dogsquat's face contorted in thought. "I think. I stopped keeping track a couple years ago."

"Hmm. Fourteen is too young to join the military. But you might be old enough to train as an Assistant. That could be a path into a military career for you."

"Then I'll do it. I want to protect people." Dogsquat gave a crude mimicry of a salute, as he'd seen others in the base do.

Captain Balia nodded.

"Very well." He began filling out some paperwork. "'Dogsquat', that's an unusual name."

"It's my child-name. I don't have a man-name yet."

Balia's brow furrowed.

"I don't think I understand."

Dogsquat sighed, and spoke as though explaining something to a baby.

"When you're born a boy, you get your child-name. Your dad walks outside immediately after your mom gives birth, and the first thing he sees is what he names you. Most of the time that works out. Sometimes not so much."

"Ah. I see."

"Then when you turn thirteen, you get your man-name, based on what you're good at, or some kind of great work or accomplishment you've achieved. Your dad goes to the village elders and gives them your new name, they argue about it, then there's a ceremony where they tell the village your name. And that's who you are from then on."

"Fascinating."

"But I don't have a dad. And we don't have any elders anymore."

Captain Balia nodded. He looked meaningfully at the stained patch of ground where Dogsquat had dropped the pirate.

"Well then, if you'll permit me..."

He stood up, his back ramrod straight.

"Ah-tennn-SHUN!" he cried.

All the lieutenants straightened up.

"I, Captain Balia of the Imperial Navy, do hereby declare that the civilian monikered Dogsquat has demonstrated exceptional bravery and capacity by singlehandedly slaying and transporting a member of the notorious Bloody Thorn Pirates to our base in a most grim and curious manner. Thus do I give him his man-name: Grimthorn."

Balia saluted.

"Welcome to the Imperium, Grimthorn Stonefist. All hail the Imperium!"

"All hail!" cried the lieutenants.

Stunned, Dogsquat, now Grimthorn, replicated the salute.

"All hail!" he cried.
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Admiral Stonefist rested his mouth on his clasped fists.

"Sir? Are you still with me?" Kinnit asked.

"Hm? Oh, yes, sorry. You got me thinking about the past." He stood and stretched, his joints crackling. "How about some coffee?"

"Please don't change the subject, sir."

"I'm not. I just want coffee."

She frowned at him as he prepared two cups of coffee. He sat back down and handed her a mug. She didn't stop frowning, but she did accept the coffee.

"You are a hero of the Imperium, sir. I don't understand how you can just act like the Imperium doesn't matter."

"Don't call me that."

"What, 'hero'? Why not? It's what you are, isn't it?"

Grimthorn looked away. His voice, when he finally spoke, was low and quiet.

"Do you know what a hero is, Kinnit? Do you know the story of Arcturus?"

"Well, of course, sir, everybody kn--"

"No." His quiet word stopped her more effectively than a shout. His face had an eerie cast. His eyes were haunted. "That's the story that the Imperium spread. Do you want to know what really happened?"

Kinnit was suddenly very sure she did not. But she needed to know. She had to know, so she could make him see the Imperium as she did.
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Admiral Stonefist gazed at the bridge monitor as they came out of jumpspace. Arcturus gleamed below them, glittering blue and beautiful in the dim light of its red sun. An array of at least a hundred pirate ships surrounded the planet.

Admiral Stonefist, now in his twenties, sneered. This rabble would cower before the might of the Ninth Fleet.

"Comms, let's give these pirates a call."

Protocol dictated that he should wait until the rest of the fleet had arrived before establishing communications, but Grimthorn wanted the psychological pressure of a constant stream of ships arriving while he negotiated with the pirates.

A scruffy, snaggletoothed face appeared on the comms screen.

"This is Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist of the Ninth Fleet, Imperium. Who am I speaking with?"

The pirate gave him a saucy grin, matching Grimthorn sneer for sneer.

"I are Captain Mardin of the Dragonscale Pirates. And this are my planet. It are not for you filthy Imperials."

"Arcturus is under the protection of the Imperium. Disperse, or be dispersed."

Captain Mardin made a mocking, fearful face.

"Oh no, big scary Imperium man and all his ships. Tell you what, you can have the planet back after I are done with it."

"Very well. You were warned, now you will be corrected. All ships, charge weapons."

"Ooh, you're gonna correct me? You and what army?"

Something about the man's tone gave Admiral Stonefist an ugly premonition.

"Sir!" said a Lieutenant. "There's a torpedo heading for the jumphole! It's unpowered, so we didn't catch it before!"

Grimthorn's face blanched as the data came across the screen. That wasn't just a torpedo, it was a quantum disruptor. One of the only weapons that could collapse a jumphole.

"All ships, fire on that torpedo! Stop it at all costs--"

The torpedo flared brightly, too bright to look at. Static filled the comms as the jumphole--really just a tear in the fabric of space-time--wobbled.

"No..."

The mad pirate cackled.

"Where are your ships now, Imperial clown?"

Admiral Stonefist watched helplessly as the jumphole destabilized. He couldn't even radio into the jumphole to warn the ships in transit; no waves propagated through the jumphole barrier.

"Hold!" Grimthorn commanded the jumphole. "Hold!"

But the disobedient jumphole collapsed. A destroyer made it partway out, and was cut through as cleanly as if with a laser. The chunk of destroyer that made it through tumbled away into space, spraying fuel and bodies.

Teeth clenched, Admiral Stonefist mentally ran the calculations. At the time of the collapse, anywhere between 40 and 50 ships of the fleet would have been traversing the jumphole. Ships that were now forever trapped in that slice of hell between space and time.

A quick scan of the fleet showed that only eighty or so ships had made it through. The rest of the fleet was stuck in the previous sector, probably wondering where their jumphole had gone.

"Yaaah! I are Captain Mardin, the man that bested the Ninth Fleet! Suck on that, Imperials!"

Admiral Stonefist felt sick. More pirate ships were converging from the other side of the planet, hundreds of glittering points spread out in a deadly array before the outnumbered Imperium fleet.

Grimthorn quickly scanned the data as he addressed the fleet.

"All ships, hedgehog formation. Four groups. All fighters out, focus on the light cruisers, they won't have much defense against you. And they don't appear to have any carriers to bring in their own fighters, so there shouldn't be any dogfighting."

The ships moved with practiced discipline into their assigned formations, forming spheres of ships, their guns pointing outward in every direction. Admiral Stonefist set his jaw.

"Let's show this scum what it costs to take on the Imperium."

The pirates opened fire before they were set in formation. The Ninth Fleet returned disciplined volleys, each quadrant of each hedgehog focusing on a single ship, knocking it out of the sky, one after another. The Imperial fighters harassed the light cruisers, keeping them focused on defense and out of the main action.

Grimthorn looked at the statistics spinning by on the screen, his mouth tightening. They were making it expensive for the pirates, but this defensive ploy was only going to end one way. The pirates had surrounded each hedgehog and were mercilessly pummeling the Imperial ships.

Captain Mardin cackled, startling Grimthorn. He'd left the comms channel open.

"How do you like that?" he squawked. "I will be the first man in history to defeat the Ninth Fleet!"

"You're not the first to try. You won't be the last to fail. All ships, cuneus formation!"

The four hedgehogs rearranged themselves amidst the streaming chaos of blaster fire and torpedoes, forming wedges.

"Break through toward your nearest neighbor's formation!" Admiral Stonefist cried. "Hit the pirates in their flanks! Whirlpool!"

With the throaty chorus of eighty ships' reactors firing, each of the wedges blasted free of encirclement. Rather than turn and attack the pirates that had been surrounding them, each wedge charged straight ahead to the next group of pirates, flinging a rain of blaster fire and torpedoes ahead of them.

The wedges tore into the flanks of the pirates, shredding ships. The pirate fleet turned and tried to engage the Imperium, but the wedges blasted past their tattered formations, turning only slightly to hit the next formation. The wedges created a rotating series of blows that smashed the pirates repeatedly.

"All ships fall back!" screamed Captain Mardin. "Form on me!"

The pirates slowly started to regroup, escaping the Ninth Fleet's whirlpool with heavy losses. Their ships formed back up in a loose attack formation.

"You can't win!" Captain Mardin screamed. "We have got more ships than you!"

"Being outnumbered only makes it a fair fight," Grimthorn said. "All ships, maniple formation!"

The Imperial ships lined up, row upon row, unleashing fury on the pirates. They advanced steadily. As the shields of the front row of the line began to falter, they'd shimmy back in the formation, letting a fresh line bear the brunt of the pirates' attack. Steadily, their line began to grind through the pirates' defenses.

Captain Mardin, nearly frothing, was screaming at Grimthorn and his own ships in equal measure.

"Shoot them! Shoot them! Imperial maggots! Die!"

Mardin stared pure hate at Grimthorn as the battle turned decisively against him. Then he addressed his fleet for the last time.

"If you are going down, aim for the planet! Aim for cities!" he shrieked. "Take as many Imperials with you as you can!"

"Right flank, break away and defend the planet!"

Some of the pirate ships began to rout, aiming for the last jumphole out of the Arcturus system.

"Left flank," cried Admiral Stonefist, "break away and destroy any ship that tries to escape!"

The pirates rallied and pressed the attack on the beleaguered remainder of the Ninth Fleet's maniple. Ships of the Imperium flared and died around the Swordheart. A few pirate ships, crippled, limped toward the planet, and the Imperium blasted them to shreds. But the shreds still fell to the surface.

The battle raged on for another hour.
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"Forty-three ships lost in the jumphole collapse," Grimthorn told Kinnit. "Twenty-six more in the battle. Tens of thousands dead on the planet surface from battle debris. That's what my pride cost. Two hundred and twelve pirate vessels destroyed. That's the death tally."

Kinnit listened with a pained expression.

"So there you have it. That's what a hero is. A mad killer that happened to be on the winning side. So come! Celebrate the murderer!"

She reached out and laid a gentle hand on his arm.

"You're wrong, Grimthorn. It wasn't the killing that made you a hero. It was the saving. That's what they celebrate. That's what mattered. Many lost their lives, but you saved so many more. People that have lived full, rich lives because of your bravery, and the sacrifice of your men. Every one of them matters."

He looked at her with a shocked expression for a long, silent moment.

"How do you do that?" he said finally.

"Do what?"

"I've agonized about this literally for decades. And you have the absolute gall to just come in and casually ruin my favorite pity party."

She giggled a little, and leaned forward.

"Sir, you are--"

He threw up a hand, stopping her.

"Please don't heap any more praise on me. Not now."

She nodded.

"I won't. But know that I respect and admire you. That hasn't changed. But I hope it changes your view on the Imperium."

He sat thinking for a long time after that.


NINETEEN
REVELATIONS


The four sat around the table. The room was well-lit, but a dark mood loomed over them. They sat silently in shared misery.

"This has got to be the worst conspiracy ever," said one, a thin, effete man in flowing robes.

"Oh, shut up, you court dandy," said another, a round, well-dressed man with a thick beard and a potato nose. His clothing and accessories spoke of deep wealth.

"Not a single plan has worked so far," said the dandy.

"Well, Krivax worked," said a man with an unmistakable military bearing. "For all the good it did. Didn't draw the fleet into the trap."

The fourth man, a dark figure, sat up.

"It did work. Even though Captain Caltrel balked, Admiral Stonefist marched, all bull-headed straight into it. Then through it."

"Yes, what happened with the Captain?" asked the courtly man. "I thought he was one of us?"

"He had a change of heart," reported the dark figure. "I suspect he discovered the nature of the trap, and instead of dying in glory for the cause, he tried to avoid his fate."

"Well, I say he ought to be dealt with," said the well-dressed man.

"He will be," said the dark figure ominously.

"You'll want to step it up," said the military man. "I got word they're shipping him to the Cryptographers."

The dark figure's face pinched.

"That is... unfortunate. But I thank you for the information."

"It's that Admiral Stonefist," said the courtier. "He keeps winning. The Ninth Fleet keeps winning. When we started out, I was told that he wasn't going to be a problem."

"He wasn't," growled the military man. "Something's got his back up. Besides, I was told that he was going to be out of the way soon." He stared pointedly at the dark figure.

"The man fought off a Qhall assassin," the dark figure said, throwing his hands in the air. "Beat him to death with his bare hands. If you know of anything deadlier than that, by all means, speak up."

A gloomy silence settled over the quartet.

"We need leverage on him, is what we need," said the wealthy man. "Someone or something he cares about."

"Ah yes, the famously friendly and approachable Admiral Stonefist," snarked the courtier. "Softhearted and a friend to all. Let's gather up a list of all his loved ones. You know, I've heard that he strangled his own grandmother for disrespecting the Emperor."

"Don't spread those stupid tales," groused the military man. "He's hard enough to deal with without all those tall tales circling around." He harrumphed. "Ten years ago, we could have leaned on Admiral Balia. Closest thing he had to a father."

"His father was an Imperial warship, is what I heard," muttered the courtier. The military man glared at him but did not dignify the comment with a response.

"But Balia's out," the military man continued. "He's too old, non compos mentis. He doesn't even know where he's at half the time. We can't tie him up in any schemes."

"What about his Assistant?" asked the dark figure.

"He has an Assistant?" asked the military man, surprised. "One that's lasted longer than a day?"

"Apparently so," the dark figure said. "She's been responsible for his more... thoughtful approach lately."

"Now we're getting somewhere," said the wealthy man, rubbing his hands together.

"But she's a Subject Species," finished the dark figure.

Shocked silence ringed the table.

"Hold on," said the military man, "Admiral Stonefist not only has an Assistant, but it's an SS?"

"Apparently she was a transfer and recommendation from Captain Hawkins."

"Ah," The military man sat back. "Aha. That sounds exactly like something he would do."

"Gentlemen, we're getting off track here," said the courtier. "Who cares if she's an SS? How can we use her?"

The dark figure steepled his fingers.

"How, indeed."

"You have a mole on the Swordheart, don't you?" the wealthy man asked the dark figure.

"Yes, I have a Hand on board. He has access to nearly everything, except the bridge."

"Well, then. I think the solution is obvious."

"Can we do something a little more subtle than killing someone?" asked the courtier, rolling his eyes. "Even someone as lacking in circumspection as our celebrated Admiral Stonefist is going to figure out that something grander is going on if assassins keep showing up in his office."

"He is undoubtedly already suspicious," said the dark figure. "But I think our first order of business is to get more information about this Assistant. Find out how much he depends on her." His mouth quirked, the closest he'd come to a smile so far in the meeting. "And I think I know just the way."
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"Finally!" Admiral Stonefist cried. He stood in his office as two cadets struggled to angle a new desk in through the door. "You two be careful! Pretend you're docking a starship!"

The desk clonked heavily into the door frame.

"The Emperor save us from the next generation of docking," muttered Grimthorn.

He took charge, instructing the cadets and guiding the furniture into his office. After some concerned wrangling and a few barked swears by the Admiral, the cadets managed to park the desk in an appropriate spot.

"Do you have her console?" Grimthorn asked as the two cadets sweated, lining the desk up.

"The desk is all we were given, sir," squeaked one of them.

"Figures. All right, well, thank you. Now get out."

The cadets scuttled away.

Grimthorn considered the desk. She should have a new chair, too. He hadn't thought of that. And where was her console? Everything had been requisitioned weeks ago, but she was still working off her scanner and his console. This was ridiculous.

He carefully moved her papers and personal effects from the small conference table onto her new desk, then dragged the table back where it belonged. He moved one of the conference chairs behind the desk and looked at the setup.

Good enough for now.

He sat down and began his work, making a mental note to follow up on the console.

Kinnit walked in thirty minutes later, at her usual time.

"Good morning, s--" she started, with her usual cheery chirp, but she stopped dead when she saw the desk.

"S-sir, is this for me?" she asked, approaching the furniture.

"Yes. Logistics finally got around to getting the thing to us."

She approached the desk reverently and carefully ran her hand along it.

"Sir, it's beautiful... I've never had anything so nice!"

"I just got you the same one I've got," he said uncomfortably.

"It's so glossy," she said, smiling hugely. "I thought it would just be another secretary pool desk. The one I had with Captain Hawkins was uglier than the backside of an Insectoid. To be fair, it probably would have stood up to a torpedo strike."

"Noted. I'll requisition you an uglier desk."

"No, sir!" she said, looking up in shock. "I love it!" Belatedly, she recognized the crinkle of mirth around his eyes. She set her fists on her hips and puffed out her cheeks. He chuckled.

"I'm glad you like it," he said. "Now, for your first task of the day, would you follow up on the requisition for your console? That should have been here weeks ago."

"Yes, sir!" she chirped, seating herself with great satisfaction behind her new desk. She rearranged her desktop and wriggled with delight. A smile, small but genuine, grew on his face as he watched her taking joy in this small thing.

Conspiracy, assassination, and intrigue surrounded her, and all it took to make her happy was furniture.

He watched as she settled into her work, swinging her feet and humming to herself.

He'd been doing a little studying up on Kobolds, what little the Imperium knew about them so far. As short as she was, she was tall-ish for a Kobold, coming in right at five feet. That was six inches or so taller than average.

Not that there was anything wrong with being taller than average. At six foot five, he was used to looking down at the tops of everyone's heads. It must have been quite a shift for her, coming from her home planet where she was the tall one, into the Imperium where she was the short one nearly everywhere she went.

As a Kobold, she also had a pair of horns that grew from her scalp, curling back over her head. Even among the multitudinous species of the Imperium, horns were uncommon. She had a stubby snout that sported her huge smile. And her huge, luminous eyes, so expressive as she dashed through her mercurial moods. For now, they were bunched with happiness, though how she found happiness while sorting through requisition forms, he couldn't comprehend.

He zoomed out and took in her figure. She was clearly female, that much was evident even within the stark, straight lines of her uniform. She was lean and muscular, yet with a shapely allure. Kobolds were clearly mammalian, and she was a fine example of it.

A frown crinkled his brow. He realized he'd been staring at her for a few minutes now. He shook his head, a little shocked that he'd lost focus so easily. Perhaps he needed to start getting more sleep.

He turned back to his console.

"Sir?" She broke into his train of thought. "If you don't mind, I'd like to look into the quartermaster's inventory reports."

"I don't mind. Why?"

"The console requisition--it's showing as having been delivered."

Admiral Stonefist shrugged.

"So go down there and yell at them until they give you one. That's what I'd do."

"Well, sir, the problem is, the form clearly shows that the console has been taken out of inventory, but the console count from the automated warehousing reports don't show any change at all in the last couple months."

"Probably just somebody slacking. But go ahead and chase it down. It's always nice to know exactly who to yell at."

"Yes, sir." She turned back to her work.

He smiled and shook his head. She was so diligent, following up even on a small thing like this. He caught himself gazing at her again as she worked, comparing her against the research he'd been doing on Kobolds. He set his jaw and forced his eyes back onto his console. He definitely needed more sleep and less research.

Clearly.

He managed to find his focus as the rest of the day plodded along. The afternoon crept in, and he subconsciously heard her stacking her slips and wrapping up her day. He prepared just enough mental capacity to wish her a good evening without breaking the flow of his work.

A shock hit him like a thunderbolt as her arms slid around him and she laid her head on his shoulder. Her touch electrified his skin.

"Thank you, sir," she said.

All his carefully organized thoughts fled away. His mind reeled as he took in the sight of her leaned against him, her eyes closed in bliss, her arms holding him. His base instincts desperately wanted to wrap his arms carefully around her and draw her in. He wanted to feel the weight of her pressed against him, to bring their bodies together, to feel her warmth, to share his presence with her.

He imagined her curled in his lap staring up at him adoringly with her huge, luminous eyes, and snuggling into his chest.

And that thought was wholly inappropriate.

He bolted to his feet.

"I have to go," he said. And he fled his office with all the dignity of a full rout.
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Kinnit stood alone in Admiral Stonefist's office, crestfallen.

She was so foolish. She'd been so grateful for the desk that she'd thanked him like a Kobold.

She'd forgotten the first and hardest rule for Kobolds to learn: Terrans are allergic to physical contact. Kobolds spent most of their life in direct contact with one another. Indeed, there was an entire language of touch. Kobolds could carry on a whole, if simple, conversation without speaking a single word. It was as natural as breathing.

But Terrans weren't Kobolds. And now she'd upset the Admiral.

She hung her head, despair creeping in. She would apologize tomorrow, and hope he wasn't too offended. And she'd be extra-special careful to keep her distance from him from now on.

If, after all this time, she couldn't learn to fit into Imperial society, what hope did the rest of her people have?


TWENTY
AN UNEXPECTED INTERVIEW


Grimthorn paced the length of his quarters, back and forth, back and forth. His face was drawn down in a fierce frown and his mind raced.

This was wrong.

The feel of her arms on him still tingled on his skin. He closed his eyes, his mind flip-flopping between reveling in the memory and lashing out at himself. But this feeling churning his chest was unmistakable.

You can't lie to anyone like you can lie to yourself, he thought, but he couldn't pretend or deflect any longer.

He was falling in love with his Assistant.

Which was stupid.

In distress, he fell back on enumerating the issue thoroughly.

Firstly, as a military man, he had no time for or interest in a relationship. He was married to the Navy. A Navy man through and through.

Secondly, he was her superior officer. There was an entire raft of problems and pitfalls wrapped up in that.

Thirdly, she wasn't even a Terran. Not that that was a big deal socially--Terrans were notorious for getting into relationships with every species that was even remotely compatible, and the rest of the Imperium just shrugged and wrote it off as Terrans being Terrans. But there were a host of issues there, as well. Different cultures, different expectations, relationship friction across the board.

Fourthly, and most damaging, was that according to Imperium law, relationships between citizens and Subject Species were illegal. And that law was robustly enforced.

He ran his hands through his hair.

Occasionally, some high-profile citizen of the Imperium would be caught in such a relationship: then they'd be stripped of all wealth, have their citizenship revoked, and be imprisoned. Like any good citizen, Grimthorn sneered in disgust whenever those stories made the news.

His hands squeezed the top of his skull.

So on the one hand, it was the most tremendously idiotic thing in the world. It would end his career, destroy him financially, and land him in jail. It was ethically, morally, and in every other way wrong by any common-sense measure.

On the other hand: her smile. Her eyes. Her sunny optimism.

He roared in frustration and shook his head, trying to cast the thought away.

Why did he even feel this way? She wasn't even close to his type. He liked his women big and strapping, ready to eat titanium and spit out hull plates, not slender and soft. He wanted tough and angry, not delicate, teary, and gentle. Someone who could stand beside him in a firefight or challenge him to an arm-wrestling match.

Not that his few "legitimate" relationships had gone well--they were still the subject of legendary gossip around the Navy. But still.

Then again--was that his type? Or did he just like strong, competent women? There were many kinds of strength, and for all her softness, Kinnit had a core of cold-rolled steel.

What Kinnit lacked in stature and musculature, she made up for in spirit. And she was a genuine person in a world full of self-serving, duplicitous bureaucrats.

And of course, her smile. Her eyes.

He continued wrangling with himself for many hours, trying to decide what to do.
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Kinnit timidly walked into Admiral Stonefist's office the next morning at her usual time. She glanced at him to see if he was still upset at her goof-up the previous afternoon.

He looked rough. He slouched behind his desk, his eyes unfocused. He was uncharacteristically unshaven, and half his hair didn't even look as though it had been combed. His uniform buttons looked misaligned, and horrid bags hung under his eyes.

"Good morning?" she said uncertainly. "Sir? Are you okay?"

"M'fine," he mumbled. "Didn't sleep well last night."

She breathed a small sigh of relief. If he was feeling unwell, then that meant that he was focused on that, and hadn't had time to brood over her mistake yesterday.

"Let me make you some coffee, sir," she said.

"Mmhmm."

She bustled around the kitchenette making two mugs of coffee.

"The next meeting of the Order of the Spear is coming up soon," she said over her shoulder.

"Neat," he replied.

She turned to him with a mug in each hand. His face was turned toward her, and she thought she caught a glimpse, only a flash, of the strangest expression on his face. She couldn't quite place it, it was so brief.

Before she could reflect on it further, a hollow "bong" resounded through the room and the ceiling pulsed blue.

Admiral Stonefist and Kinnit gave each other a confused look. Who would be coming to the office at this hour?

Admiral Stonefist nodded, and Kinnit went over to open the door. There in the hallway stood a Lutrin: a pudgy, furry creature that looked like nothing so much as a large otter. He was dressed in civilian clothing: a button-down shirt and khakis. He had a short snout and glittering black eyes. A trustworthy smile spread across his face.

"Good morning!" he said brightly. "I'm Koro Melemann with the Imperium Clarion, the most-watched-and-read news outlet in the Imperium, and I was hoping to take few minutes--"

"I don't do interviews," said Admiral Stonefist. "Have a nice day." And he turned back to his console.

"Actually, sir, I was hoping to interview your Assistant."

Kinnit's eyebrows rose.

"Me? Why?"

Koro turned to her.

"Why, you're the first Subject Species to serve as an Assistant to an Admiral in one of the Imperium's great Fleets! Our readers would be fascinated to hear your story, and to know what it's like to work for the great Admiral Stonefist!"

"Oh!" Kinnit blushed a little. "Oh, I don't know that anyone would be interested--but I suppose it wouldn't hurt--sir?" she asked, turning to Grimthorn.

Grimthorn stared at the Lutrin. He really did have a very trustworthy face, which made Grimthorn not trust him very much.

"Identification," he said.

"Certainly, sir," Koro said, drawing a scanner out of his breast pocket. He pulled up some identifying info and handed it to Admiral Stonefist. Grimthorn took the scanner and peered carefully at it, then plugged it into his console to validate. After a moment the console lit green.

"Very well," he said, handing the scanner back. "But I'll be monitoring the questions and answers, and you'll have to strike anything that could be sensitive information."

"Of course, sir," said Koro. "I will be happy to do so. I would not dream of endangering our noble fleet, and I trust your discretion to keep us safe."

Grimthorn frowned, but nodded.

Koro laid a hand on Kinnit's shoulder and gestured to the conference table. Grimthorn's frown deepened.

"Come, let's get comfortable so we can talk."

They seated themselves. Koro pulled open his scanner and began.

"So it says here in my notes that your name is 'Kinnit', is that right?"

She nodded.

"No last name?"

She laughed a little self-consciously.

"No, Kobolds don't have last names. A few do, heroes and such, but we have other ways of identifying each other more accurately than names."

"Oh?"

"Well, mostly through sense of touch," she said, adjusting herself in her seat uncomfortably. She tried not to look at Admiral Stonefist. "We Kobolds tend to maintain a lot of physical contact, and so we know who's who that way."

"Fascinating. Our readers are always very interested to hear about other cultures." He made some notes. "Tell me, what drew you to Naval service?"

Her eyes lit up.

"Oh, I've always wanted to go to the stars. When the Imperial Outreach Ambassador landed on our homeworld five years ago, I signed up immediately to join the Navy. As a Subject Species, naturally, I couldn't join the military, but the path of Assistant was available if I could get through the training in the Naval Academy."

"Well done! I imagine your people are very proud of you!"

She blushed and lowered her head with a shy smile. Grimthorn frowned harder at Koro.

"I hope so," she said. "One of these days, it's my dream to help my people join the Imperium as full citizens."

"That's a very lofty goal. It must be daunting when you realize--"

"Move on," Grimthorn said stiffly. Koro nodded graciously.

"And how did you end up working for Admiral Stonefist?"

"Well, after the Academy, I did a few internships. I'd scored so well that my first assignment was with Captain Hawkins, who was with one of the regional fleets guarding citizens in the turnward spiral arm--"

"Strike that," Admiral Stonefist said. More gently, he explained: "As a policy, we don't discuss fleet positioning; current, past, or planned."

"Of course, sir," Koro said. "It's been removed. You are welcome to review my notes if you like, to make sure I haven't left any sensitive information in." Grimthorn waved him on. He turned back to Kinnit and patted her knee. "You must be very talented to have been assigned Assistant to a Captain right after graduation. A bright talent, to match the brightness of your smile."

She blushed heavily.

"Oh, I don't know about that," she said shyly.

Grimthorn's frown set like concrete. He decided that he did not like Koro Melemann.

"So tell me, what do you like to do in your spare time?"

Kinnit smiled.

"I like to read space adventure novels," she admitted. "It probably seems silly, since I feel like I'm living in a space adventure now, but I still love them."

Admiral Stonefist's brow knitted. He didn't know Kinnit liked reading novels.

"And I sing a little. Mostly traditional Kobold songs." She lowered her eyes. "I compose some songs, too. Or I try, anyway."

"Wonderful," Koro said. "It seems you have many facets of talent, like a rare gemstone, masterfully crafted."

"We'll need to wrap up before long," said Grimthorn, with a dour look. "We need to get back to work."

"Of course, sir. Just a few more questions, if I may." Grimthorn reluctantly nodded, and Koro turned back to Kinnit. "So tell me, what was the hardest part of the Academy for you?"

"Oh, the cultural classes at first were extremely hard. In order to integrate into Imperium society, I had to learn all about personal space and personal property. In the Kobold dens, we never had anything like that. But out here in the Imperium, the things we do naturally are called 'stealing' and 'inappropriate contact.' I... still slip up from time to time."

She tucked her head, feeling Admiral Stonefist's eyes on her.

"Yes, it must be very complicated, not only to learn the academic aspects, but the cultural ones as well," said Koro. "Those of us born into the Imperium can forget how many little rules and expectations we have."

"Oh, the classes were very good," she hastened to say.

"Of course," Koro said. "The Imperium has the finest educators in the universe. So tell me, if you're comfortable with it, what it's like to work for the legendary hero of Arcturus."

Kinnit's smile grew a little pained at the mention of Arcturus, but she brightened as she spoke about Grimthorn.

"Oh, he's wonderful to work for. He has such a strong character, and he lives the ideals of the Imperium every day, all the time. And at the forefront of his mind, at all times, is protecting the Imperium and her citizens. In my opinion, every person in the Imperium should strive to be more like him. And you can quote that directly."

"That's quite a commendation," Koro said with a warm smile. "I think many people wish for a boss they respect so much. It sounds like you are very loyal."

"Oh, yes, of course."

"And tell me, as a Subject Species, how do you feel about the Imperium?"

Kinnit paused, and her face took on a fierce, determined cast.

"The Imperium is the greatest thing that has ever happened to the universe," she said. "She is strong, she is noble, and she protects her people." Kinnit saluted sharply. "All hail the Imperium!"

"All hail," Grimthorn and Koro replied.

"I think that's enough for now," Grimthorn said.

"Yes, sir," Koro said. "Thank you very much for your time, and for letting me borrow your Assistant." He turned to Kinnit, taking her hand. "And thank you, Kinnit. You are quite an impressive young lady. It has been a real honor to speak with you and a pleasure to get to know you. Perhaps we can do this again sometime." He gave the back of her hand a gentle kiss and released her.

"I hope you have a lovely morning, and a productive workday!" Koro said as he stepped out of the office.

The door hissed shut behind him.

"What a charming man," Kinnit said, a broad smile on her face.

"Hm." Grimthorn, his arms crossed, stared at the door with a dark glare that only just missed being murderous.

And then he had to think about why Koro bothered him so much.
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Koro stood in the hallway, making a couple more notes. His boss would be pleased. It wasn't often he was sent out on special assignment anymore, and he missed fieldwork sometimes.

And people always gave away far more than they realized when you could get them talking about themselves.

His trustworthy smile broadened as the scanner synced with the wire he'd planted in the Admiral's office. He tucked his scanner back in his breast pocket and waddled on down the hall.


TWENTY-ONE
GAMBLING


Kinnit was in a fine mood the rest of the morning, which powerfully annoyed Grimthorn. She hummed and rocked her head as she worked.

Not that he minded that she was happy--he liked her being happy. But it bothered him deeply that she was happy because of that Lutrin flatterer.

Not that Kinnit didn't deserve to hear nice things about herself. Grimthorn frowned as he struggled internally. But it bothered him because the Lutrin--Koro was his name?--was just naturally charming. If Grimthorn tried to say those same things, it would sound weird and awkward, but at least he would mean them.

He realized he was staring at her again. He was about to drag his eyes away, but her brow furrowed.

"What's wrong?" he asked.

"These quartermaster reports. They don't... look right."

"Is it about your console?"

"It's not just that... I can't make any of these numbers match up right."

Admiral Stonefist's stomach dropped. He had a feeling he knew what was going on, but he was trying hard not to jump to conclusions.

"What's wrong with them?" he asked with forced mildness.

"Sir, I think... I hate to say it, I think something's wrong with the data in Logistics."

Grimthorn closed his eyes. Please, he thought, please don't be Jorya.

"Well, Assistant," he said, carefully keeping his voice level, "chase it down, let me know what you find."

"Yes, sir."

The hours ticked by. Grimthorn dawdled at his work, watching Kinnit out of the corner of his eye. She looked so intent, focused and determined. And as time rolled by and she collected more data, her expression grew more stormy.

Late that afternoon, she gathered her slips, stacking them briskly, and brought her scanner over to Admiral Stonefist's desk.

"I'm ready with a report on the quartermaster situation, sir," she said with a brisk salute and a firm frown.

He started guiltily. Slowly, he turned to face her.

"Yes, Assistant?"

"I don't want to make accusations out of turn, sir, but I believe one of the Supply Officers is doing something wrong."

"Go on."

"There is a Supply Officer whose data is consistently coming back incorrect, in specific ways. In ways that suggest... intent."

"Just say what you mean, Assistant."

Kinnit looked immensely uncomfortable, but she took a breath, set her jaw, and spoke.

"There are discrepancies between reports and inventory. I believe she's stealing goods, sir. Stealing them and fencing them. The goods that are disappearing are high-value and easy to sell. This behavior has been occurring for years. As far back as I could go in the records."

Grimthorn closed his eyes. He had to ask, even though he knew the answer already.

"Who is it?"

Kinnit looked at her sheet.

"Supply Officer Jorya Cohrmere."

Grimthorn sagged.

"Good work, Assistant," he said without real conviction.

Kinnit waited a moment for further communication. When none was forthcoming, she asked, "What should I do about this, sir?"

He nodded.

"How certain are you? Would you be willing to testify about this in a court-martial hearing?"

"Yes," she said, clearly and without hesitation. Her teeth ground, but her voice quieted. "In the Academy, I was accused of theft several times. Sometimes, it was because I misunderstood what was okay to take. Sometimes, it was because... because people made assumptions about a Kobold. But once I knew it was wrong, that the Imperium was built around this concept of ownership and theft, I never deliberately took anything that did not belong to me. Never."

Her eyes sparked as steel entered her voice.

"Theft is inexcusable. My whole life, I never even knew that theft was a crime, until I joined the Imperium. And she's a Terran. She knows better. You Terrans learn that from birth." Slips crinkled in her hands as they formed into fists. "She knows better."

Grimthorn sighed heavily.

"Well, then. I suppose you should arrest her."

Kinnit started.

"Sir?"

"You're Military Police, aren't you?" he said, pointing at the badge she wore on her hip. "I did that primarily so you could carry a gun, but you also carry a badge."

"Oh. Yes, sir. I suppose you're right."

"Let's go."

"Now, sir?"

"Is there a reason to wait?"

"No, I just..." Kinnit trailed off, unsure. "It's all so fast."

He nodded.

"Life's that way, sometimes. How's your paperwork? Is it sufficient to submit as evidence?"

"Ah, in court? Um. I was preparing it for you, not for a hostile, um, lawyer."

"Okay. Take tomorrow to get your paperwork in order. Make it as clean and airtight as you can. We'll pick her up in the afternoon."

"Y-yes, sir."

He reached out to lay a comforting hand on her shoulder, but paused, his hand hovering inches from her. He briefly struggled with whether he should, but he wanted to so badly that he knew he should not. He withdrew his hand.

"You look troubled, Assistant."

"I just... it's so obviously wrong. Why would she do that?" Tears rimmed Kinnit's eyes. "It doesn't make any sense! Doesn't the Navy provide enough? Doesn't the Imperium?"

"People have many reasons for the mistakes they make. Sometimes the reasons make sense. Sometimes they only make sense to the person that makes them. Maybe tomorrow, if you have time, you can investigate further. Find a motive. For now, let's go get some rest."

Kinnit nodded sadly.

"Yes, sir."
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But as it turned out, they couldn't chase it down the following day; they had the next meeting of the Order of the Spear to attend. The meeting was on Admiral Cora Din's ship, the ISS Striker.

The air on board was more chill and unfriendly than that on the Swordheart. People walked by in a constant hurry, heads down and eyes either on their scanners or on the ground. No one looked around or gave a friendly greeting.

They arrived at the conference room. As before, Admiral Stonefist left her with the other Assistants, took a deep, calming breath, and entered.

"Hey, it's Kinnit," said Lieutenant Lena Solborne, Admiral Lander's Assistant.

"Hi, Kinnit!" said Lieutenant Daos, Admiral Balia's Assistant.

"Good morning," said Lieutenant Voth, Admiral Cora Din's Assistant.

"Hi, everybody!" she chirped. "How are you all?"

Lieutenant Voth gave a theatrical moan.

"I'm broke again. Counting the days until payday."

Kinnit's brow furrowed.

"Broke? You mean, you have no money? What happened?"

"Double Panels, that's what happened."

Kinnit's face twisted in confusion.

"I don't understand."

"He lost money at Gunner. Double Panels is what you call a pair of sixes."

"What does that mean? Is it some kind of investment?"

"No," moaned Voth. "It wasn't an investment, it was a sure thing! That woman had loaded dice, I know it!"

"Maybe you didn't see her switch them because your eyes weren't on the dice," snarked Lieutenant Solborne in her nasally, dreary voice.

"Gunner is a gambling dice game," Daos explained.

"Gambling?" Kinnit asked. "What's that?"

The rest of the Assistants shared a look.
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Grimthorn sat in the conference room, going over his notes. Or at least, staring at the scanner that held his notes. He hoped Kinnit was doing all right, out there alone with the other Assistants.

Old Admiral Balia sat across from him. Today's meeting had been tedious, but tedious was better than caustic. Cora Din and Lander had left already.

"Who is she?" Admiral Balia asked. Shock and guilt ran through Grimthorn at the question.

"Sir?"

Admiral Balia let out a gusty wheeze of laughter.

"Come now, young Grimthorn. I'm old, not dead. You were distracted today. Cora Din took two swipes at you and didn't get a rise. And when a man of your drive loses his focus like that, there can be only two reasons. You haven't gotten a terminal diagnosis, have you?"

Admiral Stonefist reddened.

"You're awfully perceptive for a man of your age."

Balia smiled.

"It's useful, sometimes, for people to believe you're dimmer than you are. So what's her name?"

"I... it's not like that."

"Oh, so she doesn't love you back? Or does she not even know?"

"She doesn't know," he said sulkily.

Balia nodded.

"You always were a shy one."

"But I can't--I can't do anything. There's problems, we could never have a normal relationship, and I can't--"

"Do you think any relationship is normal?"

Grimthorn couldn't come right out and say that the relationship he wanted would be illegal. Even old Balia wouldn't be that understanding.

But in the little slices of time he'd had to himself to think over the last couple of days, he'd found himself wondering... what if?

"It's just not possible," Grimthorn said. "But what if..." he paused. "What if it were possible?" He looked at Balia pleadingly. "I wouldn't even know where to begin."

"Well, young Grimthorn, there are two ways to win a woman. You can make her laugh, or you can make her feel safe." The old Admiral grinned, then carried on in his scratchy, pale voice.

"We can scratch 'make her laugh' off your list. I think your sense of humor was surgically removed at birth."

"What are you talking about? I have a tremendous sense of humor!"

Balia grunted. "That one was almost funny," he said.

Grimthorn frowned and ran his hands through his hair.

"I don't know anything about... about wooing a lady. Especially not someone like her."

"What do you mean, 'someone like her?'"

"We're total opposites. In just about every way."

"Most good women are. And what does she love already?"

"She loves the Imperium," Grimthorn said. "And reading space adventures. And singing."

"So you already know something about her, good. Listen carefully, young Grimthorn. All women are different, but all women love gifts. They love happy surprises. But above all women love to know that you're paying attention."

"Gifts. Surprises. Paying attention. Paying attention?"

"To her. Find ways to let her know you're thinking about her, that you care about what she's thinking, what she's feeling."

"I see. Paying attention."

"That's right. And the more you do it, the easier it gets."

"Understood."

"And one other important thing, young Grimthorn."

"Sir?"

"At some point, she's going to start telling you about her problems. Are you listening?"

"Yes, sir."

"Now, your first instinct is going to be to tell her how to fix her problems."

"Of course. Why else would she tell them to me?"

Admiral Balia shook his head.

"Above all, you must not tell her how to fix her problems."

Grimthorn's face screwed up in confusion.

"I'm sorry?"

"If a woman is telling you her problems, she wants you to pay attention, remember? She wants to know that you're listening, that you care about what's bothering her. Not that you want to fix it and move on."

Grimthorn sat in confusion.

"That... doesn't make any sense, sir."

"Because you're not a woman."

Grimthorn took a deep breath and shook his head. It didn't matter. It was a foolish dream. And this "paying attention" thing didn't make much sense, either. And even if he figured all that out, there was no guarantee that she would find him attractive or interesting. And, of course, the very high likelihood of a disastrous outcome.

But... what if?
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He came out of the conference room thoughtful, and his eyes immediately sought out Kinnit.

Most of the other Assistants had left already. Only a pudgy young Lieutenant remained--presumably, Admiral Balia's Assistant.

Kinnit stood in the Assistant's waiting area, looking scandalized. She rushed up to him as soon as he was clear of the door.

"Sir, do you know about 'gambling?'"

He raised an eyebrow.

"Yes. I've tried it a bit myself, but I've never found it compelling. Why do you ask?"

"One of the other Assistants did some 'gambling' this weekend, and he lost all his money!"

"Mmhmm. That happens."

"But then they said it wasn't theft!"

"It's not, unless he was forced to play. Or unless somebody cheated."

"But sir, they took all his money! And it was important to him! But if he'd won, he'd have taken money away from the other person. Isn't that wrong? Isn't that theft?"

"Well, lots of people think it's wrong. It's easy to lose a lot of money gambling. But it's not illegal, if that's what you're asking."

She fell in beside Admiral Stonefist as he walked down the hall, looking somewhat traumatized.

"I don't understand it, sir."

"Then don't do it. That's probably for the best."

"Yes, sir."
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They spent the following day preparing for the arrest of Jorya Cohrmere. Kinnit diligently prepared her paperwork, while Admiral Stonefist made some quiet inquiries and helped with the investigation.

"Oh, Jorya," he said, shaking his head.

"What's wrong, sir?"

"Apparently she started dating a Petty Officer a few months ago."

"The Navy tracks things like that?"

Admiral Stonefist carefully cleared his throat.

"Yes, when two officers who work together enter a relationship, they're required to file a notice with CenCom."

"That's a strange requirement," Kinnit said.

"There are reasons for it," he said. "The Navy wants to get ahead of things, if there might be accusations of favoritism. Or if things go spectacularly badly."

"Oh," Kinnit said, unconvinced. "But what does this Petty Officer have to do with anything?"

"Well, you know how we were talking about gambling yesterday? Apparently this young man has done it, a lot. He's been written up for soliciting the services of... unlicensed creditors."

"Sir? What are 'unlicensed creditors?'"

"Loan sharks. People who lend money to the desperate at ruinous rates."

Kinnit shook her head. She was still getting used to the concept of money, and she felt out of her depth with all this discussion of gambling and loans. But she understood well enough that the Petty Officer was desperate for money.

"So Jorya was stealing to help him get some money?"

"Probably," Grimthorn said. "But when you've got a problem with gambling, it's all too easy to keep going. Especially when someone's helping to fund you."

Kinnit nodded sadly. Intellectually, she understood the mechanisms, but the motivations were incomprehensible and opaque to her.

"Do you have your paperwork in order? We should go pick her up soon."

"I'm ready, sir." Kinnit stood. "Do you think she'll be... difficult? Will she get violent?"

Grimthorn stood. He looked filled with a bone-tiredness, a weariness that went deeper than the body.

"I don't think so," he said. "She's--she'll be compliant."

Kinnit nodded, but made sure her gun was ready in her holster before they left.

It was a short trip to the quartermaster's office. They stood before her door. After a brief struggle within himself, Admiral Stonefist laid a hand on Kinnit's shoulder.

"Kinnit, I know how strongly you feel about this, but--as a personal favor--I'd ask you to be as kind as you can. This is going to be hard for everyone."

Kinnit realized her shoulders were tensed, and her teeth were clenched. She deliberately released the tension and took a deep breath.

"Yes, sir. I promise."

Admiral Stonefist touched the panel switch. The door hissed open. Grimthorn and Kinnit recoiled.

"Jorya, no!" he cried.


TWENTY-TWO
PROTECTING THE CONSPIRACY


Kinnit sat on the floor in the hall, her face tucked between her knees, sobbing. Admiral Stonefist stood beside her, his arms crossed, his expression flat.

Emergency medics bustled around in Jorya's office, busy but unhurried. A covered gurney was wheeled out and slowly pushed down the hall.

"Why?" Kinnit asked. "Why would she do that?" She shook her head, trying to dislodge the images of Jorya in her final resting place on her desk, with her bulging eyes and her discolored face, the automatic cable tensioner still tight around her neck.

She knew that the image of Jorya was going to be with her for a long, long time.

"Let's get back to the office," Admiral Stonefist said, helping her to her feet. "We're not needed here. Not anymore."

They sat in his office, muted and somber. Kinnit sat at her desk, no longer openly sobbing, but leaking and shuddering by turns.

"I... helped her, once," Grimthorn said.

"What?" Kinnit raised her tear-washed eyes to Grimthorn's stony face. He sat as rigidly as a man at confession.

"I helped her." He sighed and rubbed his eyes. "I set her up in her career. Her father was Captain Cohrmere. He was captain of the ISS Helix, one of our destroyers. One of the ones lost in the jumphole collapse off Arcturus."

He scrubbed his hands through his hair, then settled down. The harsh white light in his office shadowed his face and gave his eyes a haunted look.

"I still wonder, sometimes... what if they're all still alive in there, in that jumphole? What if they've been trapped in that unending, non-Euclidean torment for the last thirty years?"

He shook his head.

"Doesn't matter. Can't do anything about it. Cohrmere was an acquaintance. A friend, I suppose, as much as I could manage. Jorya was about twelve at the time of the incident. I pulled some strings afterward, made sure she got an education and had a good track into a steady Navy career. She did well. But in her first year in the service, she was caught embezzling some funds."

He looked down at the table, shame written across his face.

"I... I covered it up. I yelled her ears off for three days straight, and she swore up and down it would never happen again. I kept a hard eye on her. For seven years, I watched her as closely as an unstable plasma canister. And then I stopped watching, because everything was fine. She was on the straight and narrow. Until she got mixed up with this Petty Officer, I suppose."

He slammed a fist on his desk.

"But to end things like this... She didn't have to go that far! I don't understand why she would take her own life!" He stared at his desk, willing tears not to fall.

Kinnit took a deep, shuddering breath, placing her hands flat in her lap. Once she'd calmed a little, she was able to speak.

"I don't understand how she knew we were on to her. I didn't think I'd let any details of our investigation leak out."

Admiral Stonefist's expression slowly changed. First his wounded look morphed into one of shock, then pure fury. He looked up and pinned Kinnit with a fierce gaze.

"Probably she was looking at access times on the quartermaster reports," he said slowly, "and realized that someone was auditing all the records."

"But, no, I--" Kinnit began, but Admiral Stonefist put a finger over his lips, still giving her that fierce look. "Oh, I mean... I suppose that's it."

He stood.

"Come, let's take a walk. Maybe a little exercise will help us calm down." His voice was light, casual, but his face was deadly serious. As serious as she'd ever seen him, and that was saying something.

"Y-yes, sir," she said. She scrubbed her eyes and followed him out of the office.

Once in the hallway, she had to scramble to keep up with his long strides.

"Sir? Where are we going?"

"We're going to the Data Archives," he said, getting into the lift. Kinnit followed. "You accessed the quartermaster reports with admin priority, didn't you? So that nobody else would be able to see you'd accessed them, unless they also had priority access."

"Of course, sir. That's why I don't understand how she knew we were coming."

"She didn't." He stood dead still in the lift as it pulsed its humming noise and carried them into the belly of the ship. "Just like she didn't know her murderer was coming."

Kinnit gasped.

"You knew enough to investigate discreetly," he said. "Nobody else was privy to our investigation. Jorya was a sweet girl, but she was no OpSec specialist. She didn't have any special skills or insight."

His jaw set.

"But I'll bet she did have someone who found out about her problem. Someone who blackmailed her with that info. Made her do things. And when that person found out we were investigating, they... cut their losses."

"She didn't deserve that," Kinnit said, unconsciously pulling down on the hem of her uniform with bunched fists. "What she did was wrong, but she didn't deserve that."

"Honestly, Kinnit, we don't know that she didn't deserve that. Not for the stealing, no. But who knows how long she's been used by her blackmailer? Or what she's done at their command. We still don't know how the Qhall assassin got on board, for example."

"But--but it's not right, sir!" she cried.

"It's not. And we will get to the bottom of it. And whoever's behind this--they will face justice. I owe Jorya that much."

Kinnit nodded, but remained silent.

"Kinnit, there's something very bad going on in the Imperium. The only way anybody could have known about our investigation is if my console is tapped, or if there's a wire in my office."

"I'll tear that office apart! I'll find that bug and destroy it!"

"No."

"Sir?"

"A spy works for your enemy until you discover him. Then he works for you."

"I don't understand."

"We'll find the bug, or wire, or tap... whatever. But then we'll leave it alone. We'll only communicate things in the office that we want our enemies to know."

Kinnit's eyes lit with righteous fire. She saluted fiercely.

"Yes, sir!"

"Until then, we'll have to find some other place to work, and to communicate. Kinnit, be cautious what you say, and what you do. Be very, very cautious about who you trust."

"Who can I trust, sir?"

"Me. And, if worse comes to worst, reach out to Admiral Balia. Other than that, everyone is suspect."

The lift stopped, and they walked down the long hallway toward the Data Archive. They stopped in at the office, where a skinny tech wearing ill-fitting clothes was seated behind a desk, gently napping.

Admiral Stonefist stood before the desk and cleared his throat. The tech jangled awake. He recognized the Admiral and bolted to his feet, saluting.

"Admiral! Sir!"

"Sleeping on duty?"

The tech swallowed heavily.

"Yes, sir. I'm sorry, sir."

"Report yourself for disciplinary action after your shift."

"Yes, sir."

"For now, I need to access the archives directly."

"Directly, sir?"

"Yes. I don't want to go through my console. I need to look at security footage from today."

"Yes, sir."

The tech led them down the rows of blank gray monoliths before stopping at one that looked no different from the rest.

"This is the unit that stores today's footage. After 24 hours, it gets cycled clean and the recordings are moved to long-term storage."

"I need to see the footage for today for the hallway outside quartermaster Jorya Cohrmere's office."

"Yes, sir." The tech pulled a tool off his belt and reached out for the monolith. The door swung open at his touch. "Strange," he said. "That shouldn't be open."

Grimthorn got a sinking feeling in his stomach.

"Let's just find the data," he said.

The tech nodded and plugged his specialized console into the monolith. A red light pulsed on the glossy black plate, and the tech frowned.

"Um, I'm sorry, sir," the tech said. "This data appears to be corrupted."

"I thought the tech in these things couldn't corrupt data."

The tech nervously scrubbed the back of his head.

"Yeah, it doesn't make sense. But we've been having some problems with corrupted data lately."

Admiral Stonefist pursed his lips. A dark aura surrounded him.

"And has this been reported?"

The tech seemed to shrink.

"No, sir, we were going to try to find the issue before it became a problem--"

Kinnit winced. That was not the right answer.

"Well, young man," Grimthorn said in a strangled voice, "it's a problem now. I want every tech and every data jockey in this Archive. You will all check every single byte of data, from one end of this Archive to the other, and give me a report of every single corrupted bank, and what data is supposed to be there."

"All of it?" the tech squeaked, looking up and down the long halls of monoliths. "But, sir, that could take months!"

"And you would have had months to do it, if you'd reported it right away. Now you have one week."

"But, sir!"

"And at the end of that week, we'll see how many court-martials are in order."

The tech paled, and his Adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed heavily.

"W-we'll get started first thing in the morning, sir..."

Admiral Stonefist leaned over him.

"In the morning?" he said with deceptive quietness. "In the morning?" he blared, his voice hammering down the hallway. He blasted the hapless tech with his powerful voice. "You will immediately roust every person who knows even so much as how to plug in a scanner, and every one of you worthless roaches will scour this Archive, 24 hours a day, non-stop until that report is in my hands! Now move! Move! Move!"

The tech tumbled down the hall to fetch the rest of the techs, to start their long task.

"Sir," said Kinnit, "is that reasonable?"

"No, it's not reasonable that lazy techs of a bloated department have let their incompetence put a murder investigation at risk."

Kinnit's mouth twisted, and the face of Jorya surfaced in her memory again.

"Yes, sir. I agree fully."
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Kennex Caltrel sat in the back of the prisoner transport, his wrists clasped in restraints that were chained to a loop welded to the floor of the vehicle. Cold, gray, windowless steel surrounded him on all sides. An impassive Imperial prison guard, clothed in full riot armor, sat on the bench across from him.

He was down on the surface of Ceon 12 in the city of Techterra, the home of Central Command. Which seemed like a long way to ship him for failing to respond to a distress call.

Which meant they knew. But how much did they know?

Caltrel was deep in thought, mentally preparing his defenses. He muttered as he went through his defenses.

"I only ever wanted to protect the Imperium," he said to himself. "I was keeping the fleet safe. I was acting in accordance with established protocols. It's the SS Assistant that was the problem. She's the criminal. She is."

He tried to stay focused, but his mind kept wandering back to the rumors that he'd been hearing. In spite of established guidelines, guards talked, and prisoners talked more. And the juicier the rumor, the faster it flew.

He desperately hoped the rumors weren't true, that they weren't going to send him to the Cryptographers. He'd face down a fleet of bugs, or wrestle a Nilian Saat. He'd even stand up to Admiral Stonefist if he had to. But the Cryptographers were another matter entirely.

And putting Caltrel in their hands was exactly the kind of thing Admiral Stonefist would do. He shuddered.

The prison transport bumped and rattled as it rolled through the rich city of bureaucracy.

"Do you know where we're going?" asked Caltrel.

The guard didn't respond. He didn't even turn his head. His featureless helmet stared blankly back at Caltrel.

"Charming conversationalist." Still no response.

The transport slowed, and finally stopped. The guard stood, opened the back doors, and hopped down.

"Hey! You gonna unlock me?" Caltrel called, jangling his chain.

He got an ugly premonition as he looked out the open doors. It didn't look like a prison out there, it looked like an abandoned factory.

"Hey! What is this?" He started yanking on the restraints in a panic. The chain held him firmly to the floor. The guard turned, looking back at Caltrel.

"You were one of us, Kennex," the guard said, his voice heavy with distortion. "You turned on us."

"Your stupid trap was going to kill me!"

"Your death would have been a catalyst for a new age. You should have died as a hero to the cause. Now you'll just die as a problem."

Caltrel lunged at the man in the guard's armor. The effort tore the tendons in both of his shoulders, but he was held fast. He shrieked the vilest oaths he knew, emptying his lungs with rage. The man in the armor calmly took out a grenade, clicked the activation button, and tossed it into the back of the transport.

"Goodbye, Caltrel." And he slammed the doors shut.

Kennex Caltrel was still shrieking imprecations when the grenade silenced him forever.


TWENTY-THREE
A BOLD STRATEGY


The next few days were comparatively quiet. Regular updates on the scrambled data trickled in from the techs, and Kinnit tidied and organized the information, preparing for the in-depth analysis she wanted to do once everything was in.

Kinnit and Grimthorn kept their conversation in the office muted, always aware of the wire that had been planted.

Admiral Stonefist spent most of his time catching up on some of his paperwork. His frustration grew with each report he completed. Finally, in the middle of one workday, he slammed his hands down on his desk and stood.

"Enough of this," he said.

Kinnit looked up in surprise.

"Now I'm writing reports about how many reports I've written this month. This is all garbage work, and I'm not doing it anymore. Come, Kinnit."

"Yes, sir!" she said, bouncing out of her chair enthusiastically. "Where are we going?"

"We're going on patrol. The bugs have been acting up more lately. More of their usual raids. Let's go see if we can find something to shoot at."

Kinnit suppressed a small smile. That was just like him. She decided to try needling him a little.

"But sir, what happens if the important reports aren't filed on time?"

"Then they can rot on Geina!" he barked. But then he saw the mischievous smile spreading on her face, and smiled back. "Or maybe I'll assign them all to you to complete," he said with an arched eyebrow.

"Then they would be spelled correctly, sir!" she said with faux seriousness and a sharp salute. But she dissolved into giggles, and even Grimthorn smiled a little.

They made their way to the bridge. Kinnit put together a patrol course, and they spent the next few hours flying through space, scanning border sectors, and watching for trouble. For a wonder, none appeared.

Kinnit enjoyed watching Admiral Stonefist as he settled into his role on the bridge. He managed the ship fluidly, and she could see the tension begin to melt from him as he guided the fleet.

Not everybody would find it relaxing to manage the grandest ship of the greatest fleet in the galaxy, but Admiral Stonefist did.

Afterward, they began walking back to his office, but he paused outside the lift.

"What do you say we find somewhere we can work and talk without being overheard?" he said.

"That sounds like a wonderful idea, sir!" she said, relieved. The atmosphere in the office had grown oppressive, knowing that their every word was being monitored. She welcomed the thought of being able to freely converse again.

"There's a conference room on level 3 that's hardly ever used. We can take that over for the time being."

"Yes, sir!"

They made their way to the darkened conference room and sat at the long table, pulling out their scanners.

More data had come in from the Archives. So far, most of the scrambled data was in the security recordings. The damaged data was strangely narrow ranges, usually covering only a few hours of footage.

After some preliminary analysis, she voiced her concerns.

"Sir, this damaged data... I think it's deliberate sabotage."

"I suspected that might be the case," he replied.

"The corruption is just too specific to be random."

"Very well. See if you can find a pattern. That may lead us somewhere, give us an idea where to look for the conspirators on board."

She nodded, her mouth in a tight line of concentration, and delved back into the data.

Admiral Stonefist took a deep breath. He'd been looking some things up, studying up on relationships, to bolster the advice he'd gotten from Admiral Balia.

His talk with Balia had made everything worse. Now, his thoughts were consumed with the "what if," and his gaze was constantly drawn to Kinnit. The churning in his gut every time he looked at her made it all the more clear that his feelings were running away with him. But he couldn't deny it.

He wanted a relationship with Kinnit.

It was foolish to think of, even more foolish to try. Triply so because he was so terrible at interpersonal relationships. But his heart would not listen to reason. He had to try.

And he'd decided to start trying today.

Admiral Stonefist cleared his throat.

"You look nice," he said.

"Mmhmm," Kinnit murmured, her focus on the data.

He cleared his throat again.

"Have you read any good books lately?"

"Yes, sir," she said, still focused on the data.

"I was thinking about trying to read one of those space adventure novels you were talking about," he said.

"Of course, sir."

He frowned. This wasn't going quite as he'd hoped.

"I also thought about growing pumpkins out of my ears," he said.

"Very good, sir."

Admiral Stonefist moodily turned back to his work, since she wasn't paying attention to him right now.
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A few hours later, Kinnit sat back and rubbed her eyes.

"I can't wait until we get that console," she said. "Going through all this data on my scanner is giving me a headache."

Grimthorn lit up. Balia had warned him about exactly this.

He leaned forward and pinned her with an intense glare. His piercing eyes drilled into hers. She leaned back a little, uncomfortable.

"Is... something wrong, sir?"

"No. I'm listening."

She glanced around, dodging his laser gaze.

"Do you... think you could do something about the console soon?"

He opened his mouth to say something, then closed it after a moment's thought.

"No," he said. "But I'm listening."

"Oh... kay..." Nervous under his gaze, she buried herself back in her work.

Admiral Stonefist sat back in his seat, frowning.

Well, that hadn't worked, either. His mouth twisted in confusion.

But he was determined to keep trying until he figured out how to talk to women. Or at least how to talk to one woman.
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The next morning, she walked into the office to find a box on her desk, and Admiral Stonefist sitting stiffly behind his desk.

"Oh? Did the console come in, finally?" she said, delight painting her features.

"No," he said. "But please tell me about it if the lack of a console is bothering you."

A confused look crossed her face. She lifted the lid off the box. Her confused look did not clear up at all.

Admiral Stonefist had been doing more research. And he'd learned that women liked shoes.

"Sir, are these combat boots?"

"Yes."

She lifted them out of the box.

"They're pink."

Admiral Stonefist felt slightly trapped. The article he'd read made it very clear that women liked pink.

Perhaps that was only Terran women?

"Yes," he said.

"Is this standard issue in the Navy, sir?"

"It is not."

Kinnit was unsure how to respond. So she thanked him politely and put the boots back in the box. He seemed to relax a little, so she set the box aside.
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A few days later, in the evening, Kinnit walked into the mess hall. She waved at Lucy, the spider-like serving lady. Kinnit had taken up the habit of visiting with Lucy in the evenings when the mess was empty.

"Evening, Lucy," she said, taking her usual seat.

"Evening, hon. Coffee again?"

"Yes, please."

Lucy skittered over. She set two mugs and a pot of coffee down on the table and settled in across from Kinnit. She poured for both of them and slid a mug across the table.

"So what's on your mind, hon?"

Kinnit sighed, staring into her mug.

"I don't know," she said. "It's the Admiral."

"Is he treating you bad again?"

"No, no, not that," she said. "But he's been acting weird lately."

"Oh?" Lucy settled in, ready to hear some good gossip.

"I don't think he's trying to get rid of me again? He's not being ugly, but--like, he's asking me weird questions, and staring at me a lot. And he's just being so awkward." Kinnit sipped at her coffee.

Lucy raised an eyebrow.

"How so?"

"Oh, like the other day he was asking me about musical scales. What do I know about musical scales? That's a Terran thing. And then he brought the most awful things into the office. Live roaches tied up with strings." She shuddered. "He said they were ditchbugs. That's a classic Kobold confection, but it's just a funny name. It's really just little caramels in spun sugar, not actual bugs. I don't know if he was trying to be insulting, or if he was just being... well, dumb."

A sly look of understanding crossed Lucy's face.

"I just don't know what's going on with him," Kinnit said. "Maybe the stress of everything that's been going on lately has gotten to him."

Lucy took a long sip of her coffee. Smirking, she looked Kinnit up and down.

"Well, well," she said. "It sounds like somebody's finally conquered our dear Admiral's fort."

"What do you mean?"

"Hon, when a man like that gets that awkward all of a sudden, it means he's interested in a woman."

"Ohhhh. Huh. I wonder who he's interested in?"

Lucy stared at her levelly.

"You haven't been in a relationship before, have you, hon?"

"No, why?"

Lucy placed two of her hands over Kinnit's, and looked directly into her eyes.

"He's trying to get your attention."

Kinnit's mouth fell open in an "o" of shock. Then she burst into peals of high-pitched laughter.

"Lucy, you're so funny!"

"I wasn't joking."

"But that's so silly! I'm his Assistant! Besides, he's not interested in a relationship at all. He's Admiral Stonefist! THE Admiral Stonefist! He's conquered half the galaxy, and he's the very avatar of the Imperium! What use would someone like that have with a relationship?"

"Oh, hon," Lucy said, shaking her head.
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Lieutenant Dol sulked past the Data Archives again. He hadn't been able to get back into the Archives to finish his task. For some reason the techs had been in there almost constantly this week.

He grimaced. His contact was not going to be happy that he hadn't finished his work.

He hadn't done nearly any of his regular work lately, either. His mind had been filled with visions of court-martials, disgrace, and execution. The dark figure had claimed he could protect him, but if he couldn't finish the work tasks he'd been assigned, and he couldn't finish the treasonous tasks he'd been assigned...

He slunk back to his bunk and pulled up his scanner. Nobody else could protect him. He'd just have to take care of himself.

He began typing furiously.

"I, Admiral Stonefist," he wrote, "have assigned Lieutenant Dol to a secret task: to go undercover to expose conspirators aboard the ISS Swordheart. He is authorized to act outside the bounds of Naval law and protocol in the service of discovering the source of treason on board, per--" Lieutenant Dol quickly did some looking up and returned to his document. "--per Section 17, subchapter 455 of the Naval code. This document serves as proof of this assignment, and absolves him of any liability in the pursuit of these duties."

Lieutenant Dol took a deep breath. Now he just had to find a way to authorize this document, and he'd be safe.
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Assistant Kinnit lay on her bunk in her room, staring at the ceiling. She couldn't sleep. Perhaps she shouldn't be drinking coffee this late. Maybe she should switch to decaf in the evening. Besides, the coffee wasn't the point; she just enjoyed talking to Lucy.

Even when Lucy was saying crazy things.

Kinnit scoffed to herself. Admiral Stonefist, pursuing a relationship with her. It was nonsense. Grimthorn Stonefist wasn't a man like other men. He was Admiral Stonefist. Thinking of him that way was like thinking of a... a jetbike wanting a relationship. It was just too weird.

She rolled over on her side.

Lucy was just trying to gin up some gossip. That was all.

It was still a long time before Kinnit could get to sleep.


TWENTY-FOUR
A NEW PLAN


Kinnit sat in her room the next morning, thinking. In spite of her poor sleep the previous night, she was energized and eager. Because she had finally figured everything out.

"Yes!" she cried with gusto, banging her fist on the small desk in her quarters. Her morning cup of coffee rattled. She snatched it up and took a healthy drink, determination filling her along with the rush of caffeine.

The problem with Admiral Stonefist was so obvious, once she stopped and thought about it.

He was discouraged. Disheartened. Beaten down.

He'd been the sole voice of order and reason for so long, with no support and no help. Surrounded by sycophants, bureaucrats, and incompetents. And then this conspiracy cropped up. On top of that, he got an Assistant that was a Subject Species. An Assistant who was ignorant, an Assistant who cried, an Assistant who still didn't always act like she should in Imperial society. An Assistant, fundamentally, who messed things up.

But clearly he saw potential in her. A fierce, proud expression crossed her face.

He'd been trying to help her grow and learn as an Assistant. That's why he was being so weird. All the strange things were to see if she could handle the unexpected, to teach her not to get too comfortable with the status quo.

She slammed back more coffee.

She'd show him. She could be the Assistant he needed. And she already had a plan.

"One!" she cried out loud, alone in her room. "He's lost faith in the Imperium! I will help!"

Another drink of coffee.

"Two!" she said, with no trace of self-consciousness. "He's lost faith in himself! I will help!"

More coffee, draining the mug.

"And three! He's fighting this conspiracy by himself! I will help!"

She slammed the mug down on her desk, a satisfied grin on her face.

"I will fix him!"

It was all so simple, when you really got down to it.
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Admiral Stonefist marched steadily down the hall toward the bridge, a frown fixed firmly to his face.

He swept onto the bridge, taking in the busy crew. He stepped onto the captain's dais.

"Bridge, report."

A young lieutenant turned to him.

"Sir! The bugs have taken all outer sectors! There are no survivors!"

He felt keenly the lack of Kinnit at his elbow. But this was no time for distractions.

"Charge weapons," he said. Suddenly the massive bridge monitor was filled with her face.

"K-Kinnit?"

Her face broke into a smile, and her tinkling laugh filled the bridge.

"Oh, Admiral!" she said. "It's so sad that you feel that way! Did you think I could love you? You don't even know what love is!"

"Sir, the bugs are closing in!"

A shadow grew from one corner of the bridge, dark hands reaching out. At the opposite corner, a gleaming marble throne shone. In a voice like crashing waves, the Emperor spoke from the throne.

"Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist, for the crime of fraternizing with a member of a Subject Species, you will be stripped of rank, discharged from the Navy in disgrace, and be thrown in prison for the rest of your days!"

The shadowy hands plucked at his clothes, then pulled, then yanked. As he was dragged into darkness, he saw the hands dismantling the bridge and the crew. All the while the laughing face of Kinnit filled the screen.

Grimthorn started awake, heaving and covered with sweat. He shook himself.

He was accustomed to bad dreams, but usually they were old combat nightmares. Not... whatever that was.

He checked the time. 0430. Earlier than he usually got up, but he knew he wouldn't be able to get back to sleep now.

He got up, cleaned up, and got dressed. He made his way to the office.

To his surprise, Kinnit was already at her desk, diligently working away. She looked up as he walked in.

"Gooooood morning, sir!" she chirped. "It's another beautiful day in the Imperium!"

He grunted.

"You're in early," he said.

"Yes, sir! I decided to get started analyzing this data from the Archives!"

"Ah." He rubbed his forehead with his fingertips. "Anything interesting yet?" He tapped his lips with his finger, reminding her that they were under surveillance.

"Nothing yet, sir!"

"All right." He sighed. "I'm going to need some extra coffee this morning, I think."

"I'll get it!" Before Grimthorn could move to the kitchenette, she bounced up and began making coffee.

"Ah. Uh, thank you." He sat at his desk. He was feeling the lack of sleep already, but hopefully coffee would help.

He sat and stared at his console while Kinnit bustled and hummed.

This work all seemed so pointless. So many reports, so many documents, so many ways of just saying the same thing, of describing nothing.

He made a snap decision. With a grand gesture, he wiped all the meetings off his calendar and began re-working his to-do lists. He deleted anything that had been put there by a bureaucrat, or that had no useful outcome.

Kinnit set the mug on his desk. He absently thanked her and continued working on his to-do lists.

She smiled gently to see him working diligently at something he appeared to be enjoying. She went back to her desk.

Within a few hours, he'd rearranged his entire schedule and workload. He sat back with a satisfied grin.

"There we go," he said.

"What's that, sir?"

"I've reduced my schedule to just useful work. As it turns out, on my new schedule, I've already finished work for the week."

"Sir?"

"I took out all the gunk that's been clogging up my days. Meetings, reports, busywork. I set up filters to automatically delete messages from certain people. Mostly at CenCom."

She smiled at his self-satisfaction

"Aren't you afraid you'll get in trouble, though, sir?"

"Kinnit, a few weeks ago, we fought a Qhall assassin and fended off an overwhelming force of Oryndrax. I don't think a nasty email from a career bureaucrat ranks as 'trouble' any more. Especially since it will be deleted before I see it."

She giggled.

"Very good, sir."

"Yes, it is. Now I can focus on what's important. And what's important now is lunch. Would you care to join me?"

She glanced at the data she'd been going through, but decided that bringing the Admiral's spirits up was more important at the moment. She popped to her feet.

"Capital idea, sir!" It might have been her imagination, but he looked a little relieved.

Clearly she'd been right in her assessment. He needed her support. Well, she was ready to support him.

They went to mess and had an adequate meal, chatting about light things. There were far too many people around to discuss anything sensitive.

Afterward, Grimthorn nodded in the direction of the conference room. Kinnit nodded, and they made their way to their home away from home.

They settled in.

"So, now that we can talk, have you figured out anything with the damaged data?"

"Not much, yet. Most of the destroyed data is security footage, so I'm focusing on that. It's hard to figure out what's going on from data that's not there."

"Well, keep at it. If we can figure out what was deleted, that might give us a clue what's going on, or at least who's involved."

"Yes, sir." She paused. "Actually, sir, there was something else I wanted to bring up."

"Go on."

"Well, sir, I was thinking. When's the last time you took some time off? Got a little R&R?"

"I can't take time off," he said reflexively. "I'm far too busy--"

"Are you, though?" she asked. "Now that you've, um, freed up your schedule for important things."

He sat silent for a moment as if poleaxed.

"That... is something to consider." He looked very thoughtfully at Kinnit for a moment, then looked away. "I'll think about it."

"I think it would be good for you, sir."

"Maybe so."

A small smile pressed itself onto her features and she settled into her work with renewed energy.

So far, her plan was working exactly as she'd hoped.
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Lieutenant Broca Brangwin was desperately wishing he had known more about this assignment before he'd signed up for it.

Four more months, he thought. I can make it four more months.

The money, if he finished this six-month stint, was going to be phenomenal. If he could make it. But his dreams of buying a brand-new waveskimmer seemed distant and stupid now. He almost didn't even want it anymore.

The hallway he walked down was tall yet narrow, with lofty, elegant stonework. His shoes clacked on the glossy marble flooring as he reluctantly marched to the Cryptographer's Chamber. Though the hallway was spotless and well-lit, everything was gray, and felt gloomy.

The duty had sounded so easy when he'd signed up for it. Help manage the Cryptographers. Carry messages for them. Run errands for them. Sure, they were creepy, but Brangwin felt that he could deal with a little creepy for a lot of money.

He should have thought a lot harder about why the Imperium had to offer so much money for a six-month stint. And why nobody was allowed to do two stints in a row.

The thoroughness of the psych eval before he'd been accepted for the work had been another red flag he'd ignored.

He took a deep breath as he reached the door to the Chamber. For all that they were the highest of the high technologists of the Imperium, all the things they chose for themselves were distinctly low-tech. He pulled out a large, heavy brass key as long as his hand and slid it into the lock. It turned with a satisfying "chunk!" and the tall doors swung open.

He blocked the doors open, pinched his lips and walked in.

The Chamber was vast and round, with lofty cathedral ceilings and ornate stonework throughout. A circular medallion design dominated the floor, with thirteen circles spaced evenly around it. During the meeting, each Cryptographer would stand in one of the circles while they communicated.

Brangwin tidied the Chamber, setting things to rights. Not that there was much to do. He moved slowly, reluctantly, as though delaying his work would delay the arrival of the Cryptographers.

He was dusting off one of the shelves when his hackles rose. His stomach churned, and his mind was filled with irrational terror. He tried hard to keep his hands from trembling, but failed.

The one nice thing about the Cryptographers is that you knew that one would never, ever be able to sneak up on you. Even when separated by the hard vacuum of space, their impact on the psyche of sentient beings was profound when they drew close.

He turned and verified that the first Cryptographer had arrived.

It stood over seven feet tall, dressed in long black robes that dragged the floor. A dark hood hung over its face, obscuring its features. Thin, whip-like tentacles hung loosely out of its hood. Its goggles gleamed dully in the depths of it.

The goggles were good. Nobody wanted to see what those eyes looked like.

Brangwin bowed slightly in acknowledgment. The Cryptographer raised its hand in response, exposing its thick, black talons. Its tentacles writhed slightly in a way that seemed impossible, as though they weren't moving through the air, but rather melting from one position to the next.

Brangwin was never sure if the tentacles grew directly around their mouths, or if the tentacles were their mouths. It bothered him not to know, but he was almost certain he was better off not knowing. And he certainly wasn't going to look any harder under that hood than he had to.

He shuddered, in spite of his best efforts to control himself. Not that it bothered the Cryptographer at all.

The Cryptographer moved to a circle and stood patiently, unmoving. Brangwin's anxiety surged as another Cryptographer arrived.

There were all manner of rumors about what the Cryptographers were, but all the creepy rumors were not a patch on the creatures themselves.

Nobody knew where the Emperor had found them, or how he convinced them to join the Imperium, but they were the backbone of Imperial security. Nothing that they encrypted, secured, or locked had ever been broken, not once. There were only a few thousand of them throughout the galaxy, so rare that most people would live their whole lives never even being in the same system with one.

Nobody understood much about the Cryptographers, but the one thing that everyone knew was that they loved puzzles. Their language was a language of puzzles, riddles, and misdirection. All their communication among themselves was a battle of wits. Whereas most species' languages were made to transfer ideas and concepts, the Cryptographer's language was designed to obscure, confuse, and misdirect.

For a Cryptographer, there was no such thing as a conversation. There was only challenge. Because they so dearly loved puzzles.

And sometimes the puzzle they loved most was disassembling a Terran's psyche.

But Brangwin had been reassured that they didn't do that anymore. At least not to the regular workers.

More Cryptographers arrived, and Brangwin's mental distress mounted with each arrival. Today, blessing of blessings, only seven of them were meeting. His heart pounded and sweat poured out of him. He felt, quite literally, as if he were dying. He lashed himself with logic: he was in no pain, there was nothing wrong with him, and nothing here that would kill him. But in the presence of these dark creatures, his body and hindbrain reacted as though he were on the verge of death, surging adrenaline and filling him with dread.

As soon as the Cryptographers were set, they began speaking in their language, chittering and clicking. It was an agonizing sound, rising and falling, reacting on his brain like a fork scraping on a plate, filling him with horrors. He stood by the door, as far away as he could get from them without actually leaving the room, and glumly lowered his head.

A few weeks ago, he'd discovered the absolute worst part of their language. In a fit of terror, he'd plugged his ears, and it had not dimmed their speech at all. Because they weren't communicating with air vibrations, they were telepathically broadcasting.

He stood by, quietly hyperventilating and trying to convince himself he wasn't dying. The conversation couldn't have lasted more than 15 minutes, but time around the Cryptographers stretched out, like light falling into a black hole.

Finally, one of them turned to him. He pulled a notepad and a pencil stub out of his pocket. Part of his role was to communicate their messages.

The Cryptographer spoke slowly, haltingly, as it tried to simplify its communication enough for a Terran to understand.

"We... will... speak... with... Admiral... Stonefist," it said.

With shaking hands, Brangwin wrote down the message. He bowed to the Cryptographers as they began to slowly file out.

Four months left. He didn't know if he could make it. No amount of money was worth this.


TWENTY-FIVE
THE MISSING OUTPOST


Kinnit was still scanning through the damaged data. The tech in Data Archives had finished finding all the corrupted data, and Admiral Stonefist had ordered a 24/7 guard on the Archives.

She rubbed her eyes. The vast amount of data was simply overwhelming. By all rights, this work should be handled by a team of data techs, instead of one Assistant armed only with a scanner. But they couldn't trust anyone else on board right now.

She sighed at the necessity of it. But catching Grimthorn out of the corner of her eye, she straightened up and put on her smile. If this Sisyphean task helped him, then she was happy to do it.

Because that's what a good Assistant did.

She mentally recited the Pledge of the Imperium to herself, and its motto. She hummed the anthem, and before long her smile became genuine. She rocked side to side slightly as she worked.

It was a good day to live in the Imperium.

Her focus was snagged by Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist sitting at his desk, looking every inch like his name. Her brow crinkled. Lucy's ridiculous suggestion simply wouldn't leave her mind, even at inappropriate times, like now.

But she couldn't help wondering: what would Admiral Stonefist be like in a relationship? Demanding? Caring? Cold? Passionate? He was all those things in his job, but almost no one knew anything about him beyond his stern exterior and high expectations.

But really, he only had high expectations for everyone because he had far higher expectations for himself. It made some people angry or defensive, but it made her want to measure up. He inspired her to grow.

She let out a soft little sigh, and shook her head. Well, it was interesting to speculate, but after all, he was the stable footing of the Imperium, the rock on which the Navy rested. The lofty, grand and powerful Admiral. Not compatible with a relationship.

She was able to focus well after that, but only briefly. Grimthorn's console blinked, indicating a new message. He frowned and popped it up.

"New assignment from CenCom," he said. He scanned through the details. "Looks like they want an investigation. One of our outposts has stopped responding to comms. No word from them in the last few days. It's in the Apus Theta system, bordering Oryndrax space, so they want some firepower on hand just in case."

Kinnit swallowed heavily.

"Do you think... it's been destroyed, sir?"

"Hard to say until we're there." He stood. "Let's get the fleet moving."

They walked to the bridge, and Grimthorn took his familiar place on the captain's dais, gripping the railing.

"Kinnit, plot us a course, please. All ships, keep your shields ready and your weapons warmed up. We probably won't run into trouble, but 'probably' has a way of turning bad, so stay alert."

The fleet oriented and began streaming through jumpholes to reach Apus Theta.

They popped out in an unremarkable system. It was an unfriendly-looking system with a small, weak sun and scattered, rocky planetoids circling about. There were no enemies, but the whole system felt dead and abandoned.

"People live here?" Kinnit asked, wringing her hands.

"They work here," Grimthorn said, his arms crossed. "It's an outpost, not a colony." His mouth twisted. "Though some stay. They get stranded by habit, or by the comfort of the known."

He flipped open the channel to all ships.

"Deep scan the entire sector," he said. "I don't want us walking into any surprises." He closed the channel. "I'm ready for a boring mission," he said to himself.

They entered orbit around the small class EC planet closest to the sun. Despite the nearness, the pale orange rays washing the surface left it dead and cold.

"Deep scan reports no unusual findings, sir," Lieutenant Renning said. "No unusual energy signatures."

"So, it's not the bugs for once," Kinnit heard Grimthorn mutter to himself.

Kinnit scanned the massive bridge monitor.

"No comm signals, sir," she said. "Emergency or otherwise."

"Alright. Let's get some boots on the ground to figure out what's going on."

"Are we going to send in the Marines, sir?" asked Kinnit.

"Oh, heavens, no," responded Grimthorn. "We only send in the Marines when we want to break a lot of things and establish a beachhead. Right now what we need is a scouting party." He looked down at her and raised an eyebrow. "Want to go scouting?"

"Is that wise, sir? Should the Admiral of the Ninth Fleet be going on random surface missions?"

"Wise?" He barked a mirthless laugh. "Kinnit, if I only did wise things, my career history would be wildly different. Besides," he said, stretching his shoulders, "it'll do me good to get off the ship for a bit."

She sank her head a little and twisted her fingers together.

"I only thought that if it were dangerous..."

"It's probably fine," he said. "We'd know by now if there was anything truly dangerous down there." Then a thought occurred to him. "Oh, no," he said, making a placating gesture at her. "I didn't mean for you to actually come, Kinnit. It's never my expectation for you to put yourself in any danger."

She set her hands on her hips and puffed out her cheeks.

"Sir, I am your Assistant, and that means that I will go with you wherever I'm allowed. If that's to the cafeteria or to the depths of Geina, I'll be stuck to your hip. And if you're going to put yourself in danger, then I'll be right there with you."

His mouth pinched for a long moment, his jaw working. Then he looked back at the screen.

"Fine. Let's suit up."
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The surface of the miniplanet was as dead as it looked from space. Pale, tumbled, fist-sized rocks covered the surface, stained orange by the weak rays of the sun. Kinnit carefully placed each foot. Even in the faint gravity of the miniplanet, the rocks were so loose and treacherous that twisting an ankle was a real possibility.

Fortunately, they didn't have far to go. They'd been unable to land on the outpost's landing pad, since it didn't look as though it had received a single hour of maintenance since it had been built.

Kinnit looked up at Admiral Stonefist. He, too, was picking his steps with care.

They were both dressed in orange thinsuits. Since there was some gravity, some sun, and nothing overly toxic or corrosive in the atmosphere, they could forgo full EV suits in favor of the lighter, more flexible thinsuits. A handful of four similarly-attired and armed soldiers scouted ahead of them, and a small science team followed them with instruments.

"What was this outpost for, sir?" Kinnit asked.

"Sensor station," he replied. "Just a place with ears, basically, to keep watch on the bugs in case they start getting rowdy."

"Are we sure it wasn't an attack?" she asked. Her footing slipped, and she just missed tumbling to the ground.

"Not likely. Even with guidance and support, the bugs' approach would have left this place a crater."

They made their way to the main building of the outpost. Once they could get a clear view of it, they stopped dead.

"What happened here?" Kinnit breathed.

The roof of the building was mostly intact, but that was about it. Most of the walls had been blown out. Support girders and chunks of architecture held it up, but the rocky surface of the planet was clearly visible through the wreckage of the building.

"Fan out," Grimthorn called. "Look for survivors. Or bodies." Out of habit, he yelled, though it was unnecessary with the thinsuit mics. He switched to a private channel with Kinnit. "You don't have to search," he told her gently.

She set her teeth.

"You don't have to protect me, sir," she said, thrusting out one hand. "I came to help, and I'll help." She strode forward, her gesture only slightly ruined by the stumbling as rocks turned under her feet.

"Very well. Just... be careful."

They canvassed the exterior, finding nothing interesting besides twisted wreckage.

"Let's move in," Grimthorn said. "Careful, we don't know how sound the structure is."

They moved carefully through the destroyed structure. There was not much more interesting inside than there was outside. Scorch marks adorned the walls--what was left of them.

"The thin atmosphere kept this place from burning down," Kinnit said, "but this looks like an explosion."

Grimthorn nodded.

"Looks like a single one, too," he said. "Not a series of explosions. Look at the spread of the debris." He turned and signaled one of the science crew. "There's a console here. Hook in, see if you can get any logs. If not, we'll have to hope their black box is still viable." The scientists descended on the console.

"The point of explosion was this way, sir," Kinnit said.

They entered a more open area of the building. A shallow crater dominated the open floor.

"This was the storage area," Grimthorn said. "Following the standard outpost layout, this is where they would have kept whatever materials they needed to operate the outpost. But there shouldn't have been anything dangerous in here. Certainly nothing that would have done all this."

Kinnit picked her way carefully around the crater.

"Kinnit, wait," Admiral Stonefist called. "We don't know how stable this area is."

She put a hand to the wall to steady herself and looked up at him in annoyance.

"You don't have to fret about me, sir, I can take care--"

She suddenly realized he was charging at her at top speed. She only had a moment to gasp before he hit her like a hot-rolling freighter.
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Kinnit lay on her back, struggling to draw air after having the wind knocked out of her. The thinsuits were designed to be tough, but provided no protection against impact, and he'd hit her like a falling building.

As her vision cleared, she could see the Admiral over her, his face only inches from hers, separated by two thin layers of synthglass. He wore a fierce grimace.

"Kinnit..." he said. He struggled to speak, but his voice had a forced calm. His eyes were wide, staring, unseeing. "Wake up. Run."

As she became more aware, she could take in more of the situation. He held himself up over her in a push-up position, his arms trembling. His struggle was visible even through the thinsuit.

"Wake up," he said, straining. "Run."

She looked higher, over his shoulder, and saw part of a collapsed wall resting on him. With growing horror, she made out two steel girders lying across his shoulders, loosely connected by the dense building material of the wall. And the only thing keeping the whole assemblage from collapsing in and crushing her were his arms, positioned to either side of her shoulders.

"Wake up. Run."

With a panicked squeak, she shimmied out from underneath him. It took her a moment to work loose and scramble away. Exposed rebar and bare stone snagged at her thinsuit and bruised her hands and knees.

She found herself in a twisted, complex, three-dimensional maze of stone, wall, rebar, and steel supports. Everything was so topsy-turvy, it was hard for her to even tell which way was up. Dust filled the air. It was filtered by the thinsuit, but reduced her visibility to a few feet. With growing panic, she darted around, squeezing between gaps in the debris, seeking a way out. She quickly lost sight of Admiral Stonefist in the maze.

"Kinnit." She heard his voice over her comms. "Wake up. Run."

"I'm clear, sir!" she screamed back. "You have to get out of there!"

"Wake up. Run."

Sobbing, she ducked, scrambled, and crawled, seeking an escape.

"Sir!" she cried. "I can't find my way out!"

"Wake up. Run."

"Sir, please!" Her voice cracked.

With a loud snap and a tumble of falling debris that thudded heavily into her flesh, she pushed through a wall and saw a hole into an open area. She reached through with one arm.

"Help me!" she cried.

"Over here!" one of the soldiers called, pointing at her. The four men rushed over to her. They grabbed away chunks of debris, clearing out a hole big enough to pull her out through. With a yank that nearly twisted her shoulder out of joint, they pulled her free. She tumbled down the pile and rolled onto her back, staring up at the stars.

"Kinnit," his voice came through her comms. It sounded weak, failing, used up. "Wake up."

"Grimthorn's still in there!" she screamed. "He's still--"

"Kinnit--"

His transmission cut off as, with a heavy groan, the debris further in shifted and collapsed heavily, squirting dust thickly out through the whole pile.

"No!" she screamed.


TWENTY-SIX
DIGGING OUT


There was a long, horrible moment of silence while everyone stared at the collapsed debris.

"Find him!" Kinnit shrieked at the soldiers, and they scrambled to the debris. She forced her body upright and began throwing debris aside.

"Please," she whined into her mic as the breath sawed in and out of her lungs. "Please, Grimthorn, say something!" She pulled debris away as fast as she could, but the pile was so huge, and she was so small.

A gentle hand took her arm. She looked up in delight.

"Grimth--" But it was one of the scientists.

"You need to come away, dear," she said. "We have to check you for injury, and your suit for damage."

Kinnit yanked her arm away.

"No! Grimthorn's in there, and I have to help!" She started working on the debris again.

The scientist took a sharper tone.

"Assistant, you're not helping. The only thing you're doing right now is destabilizing the pile. You could cause it to collapse further. We've got engineers hot-dropping in a shuttle. They'll have heavy equipment and braces here in five minutes. You need to step back."

Kinnit ran down like an old toy, tears streaming behind the synthglass of her helmet. Trembling, she finally looked up at the scientist.

"But... he saved me, and I, I... I ran away from him!" She started bawling.

"Then you did the right thing. If I know the Admiral, that's exactly what he wanted you to do. Now come, let's get you checked out."

Kinnit finally allowed herself to be led away. But she would not move out of sight of the debris. The scientist led her back from the building a good distance. Kinnit sat, unresponsive, on the ground as the scientist ran diagnostics on her suit and felt for broken bones.

Her mind chattered, running on a broken loop, over and over.

He saved me. I ran away. He saved me. I ran away.
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The engineering shuttles fell toward the surface of the miniplanet at top speed, blasting reverse retro at the last second. They landed with a crunch. A hatch in the back slammed down, and construction equipment immediately rolled out, headed for the debris.

Kinnit bolted to her feet as soon as they landed, but the scientist, having anticipated this, already had a firm but gentle grip on her arm.

"They're working as fast as they can," she said. "We all want to find the Admiral. There's nothing more you can do right now."

Kinnit sat down with ill grace and re-tuned her comms to pick up chatter from the military and engineering crews. She couldn't make out much useful through all the specialized terminology, but she listened anyway.

There was a sudden uptick in excited voices, and she popped to her feet again. Medics ran toward the debris pile.

If medics were running, that was a good sign. They'd walk if it was a corpse.

Another shuttle landed nearby. The scientist tugged at her.

"It's time to go," she said. "All non-emergency crew need to evac the surface."

"I have to know," Kinnit said. "I have to know if he's all right."

"We'll know as soon as we can," the scientist said gently. "But for now, we have to go."

Kinnit reluctantly boarded the shuttle. As it lifted off the surface, she could see the portion of the building where the roof had caved in. From up above, the damage looked almost trivial. But down there among the debris and dust, all her hopes and dreams lay, clinging desperately to life.

She hoped.
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Kinnit shifted her weight from foot to foot, standing outside the medbay. She was back in her uniform, which hid most of the bruising she'd gotten from the collapse and her subsequent escape.

She fretted and waited. It had been fifteen minutes already. At long last a medic poked his head out.

"He's stable," said the medic.

"Where is he? I need to see him," she said.

"I think that right now he just needs rest," said the medic.

"Out of my way," she growled, pushing past him. He squawked indignation, but made no move to stop her.

She quickly found Admiral Stonefist. He was laid up in a hospital bed.

She stood by his bed, looking at his ruined body. His left arm was in a cast, and every visible inch of skin was covered either with a bruise or a bandage. His face was a horror of damage: cauterseals criss-crossed his features, overlaying the older scars, and both eyes were black, making him look less his usual dependable, stern self and more like a criminal.

She'd shoved and shouted from the moment she'd gotten back on the ship, all to be here by his side, but now she didn't know why. She opened her mouth to say something, anything, but she didn't trust her voice not to waver and betray her.

"There's my little troublemaker," he said, his voice soft and hoarse. His eyes were slitted open, and a crinkle of mirth graced their edges.

She gave a little laugh that was half-sob and took his good right hand.

"I'm so sorry, sir," she said. She squeezed her eyes shut, gripping his hand tightly. Hot tears plinked down on the backs of her hands.

"Kinnit..."

She forced her eyes open as he spoke.

"Y-yes, sir?"

"Could you not squeeze my hand so tightly? It still hurts."

"Oh!" Startled, she dropped his hand, which clunked on the railing of the bed.

"Ow," he said.

"Sir! I'm so sorry!" she said, flustered.

He chuckled weakly.

"It's fine. How are you?"

"I'm very well, sir. You... you saved me." She gripped her tail nervously. "I'm so sorry."

"Assistant, if you apologize again today, I'll give you a demerit."

"Yes, sir, I'm s--I'll try."

He laid his large hand over hers.

"I'm glad you got out okay," he said.

Unable to say anything, she only nodded.

"But maybe next time, don't push over the building."

She giggle-snorted and feigned slapping him.

"You're awful," she said.

"A merit to you for grasping the obvious."

"Sir... what can I do?"

"What do you mean?"

She gestured helplessly.

"How can I help... make up for this?"

"You can't," he said bluntly, his words strong in spite of his weak voice. "All you can do is know better next time." He thought for a moment, his eyes distant. "An upside is that I did get to repay you for one of the times you saved my life."

She shook her head.

"I never wanted--"

"I know." Changing the subject to lighten the mood, he said, "So were the scientists able to pull any data out of the outpost?"

"I... I don't know."

"Maybe you can focus on that for a bit, then. See if you can get a lead on what happened down there."

"Yes, sir."

A medic walked in, scanner in hand.

"How are you feeling, sir?" the medic asked.

"Pretty great, actually," Grimthorn said hoarsely. "My Assistant and I were just practicing cartwheels in here."

The medic paused, unsure how to respond.

"I'm fine, medic," Grimthorn said finally. "I'm in pain, but that's to be expected."

The medic nodded.

"Well, sir, I wanted to again offer the use of the biopod. It would get you fully healed in a day, perhaps two at the outside. And the results--"

"Medic, did you scan my right arm?"

"Sir?"

"Did you scan it? Is it functional?"

"Y-yes, sir? Your right arm is functionally sound, outside of some contusions and hematomas. It's your left arm that's broken."

"Right. So if you want to get me into the biopod, you'll need to break the right one, too. Otherwise I'll crush your skull." He flexed his large hand. "In my youth, I could smash a Kyrillian coconut with one hand. I bet I could still get most of the way through your face."

Kinnit hid a small smile behind one hand as the medic backed up a step.

"Ah, noted, sir."

"And for future reference, I'm aware the biopod exists. I'm unlikely to forget it, and I'll be sure to mention if I ever want to get inside it again."

"Understood, sir."
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Kinnit sat at her desk, staring off into space. Literally, in this case, gazing at the portal in Grimthorn's office. Her scanner lay before her, the data from Apus Theta outpost scrolling by, unheeded.

Her mind was back on the outpost, her mental field filled with the vision of Admiral Stonefist arched over her, holding back the debris pile from crushing her. Protecting her with his strength and pure will.

She felt very strongly that she did not need to be protected, but she realized, thinking back through events, that she liked being protected.

Warmth filled her chest as she thought of his powerful arms holding destruction at bay.

For the first time, she was thinking of him as more than a commanding officer. More than an avatar of the Imperium. More than an ideal of honor and service.

She realized... he was a man. A fine, fit one.

She giggled a little--it was fine, as long as she was by herself. It was ridiculous, of course. Even as a man, he was worlds beyond needing a relationship. As she'd told Lucy, it wasn't even a thing he'd think of or be interested in.

Her eyes stayed firmly fixed among the stars.

But... what if?
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Sehren Senn seethed with rage as he paced violently around his apartment. His face was stormy and he muttered imprecations, calling down every curse he could think of on the head of Grimthorn Stonefist and his nosy Assistant.

The loss of Captain Caltrel had been tragic, but the loss of Jorya Cohrmere was a disaster. She'd been a faithful Hand and tool for many years. She'd understood discretion, and was an excellent and willing agent. The blackmail was hardly even necessary, as long as she could continue her quiet embezzlement. Dol was a poor replacement. He was too weak, too fearful, and too incompetent to be much use as a Hand.

That Assistant! Sehren flipped a coffee table in his fury, spraying imported tea across the lush carpet and shattering an elegant stasis mug worth a month's salary for a worker. He stomped over to the glass wall that dominated the living area of his apartment and looked out over the fog clinging to the streets of Techterra many floors below. In the distance, the needle spire of the Imperial Clarion headquarters rose proudly from the muck below, piercing the sky.

Sehren fumed. Everything had been going so well. Then Admiral Stonefist had gotten that, that Subject Species of all things. And she dug, and dug, and dug. She'd ruined so many of his plans. Admiral Stonefist certainly wasn't smart enough on his own to have figured everything out.

Well. In spite of Idrian's misgivings, this SS was enough of a problem that a permanent solution was called for.

The problem was, Idrian wasn't wrong: Admiral Stonefist would figure out what was going on if another assassination were attempted on his ship. Besides, the only Hand Sehren had left on the Swordheart was Dol, who was nowhere near competent enough to handle an assassination.

If it went poorly, it was entirely possible Admiral Stonefist would make enough noise to get the Emperor's attention on the matter.

So. He'd just have to figure out a way to remove both of them from the equation at the same time.

A deep sense of relief filled him at the thought of a world without Admiral Stonefist and his Assistant. Without them, nearly everyone else was either too lazy or incompetent to chase down clues. The few that weren't could be easily manipulated.

Yes, with that pair out of the way, there would be no more obstacles for his plan. He could remake the world in his own image.
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Kinnit was working away studiously in the office the next morning when the door opened with a muted "bong." Admiral Stonefist walked back into his office slowly, handling himself gently.

"Sir! You're back!" She leapt to her feet and dashed over to him. At the last second, she restrained herself from grabbing him in a tight hug. She stepped back carefully. She almost thought she saw a flash of disappointment cross his face, but it was probably just a shadow of pain as he'd braced for impact. His arm was still wrapped in a cast, but many of the bruises had already faded. "How are you feeling?"

"Like a building fell on me," he groused. "But pretty well, for all that. They've got me on quick-stitch meds. Hopefully this should be fixed up in a few days," he said, indicating his broken arm.

"Should you be out of bed?"

"Probably not," he admitted, sitting at his desk.

She set her fists on her hips and frowned at him.

"If I laid in that medbay any longer, my brain would have turned inside out from boredom," he explained. "Besides, I'm needed out here. Have you found anything out about Apus Theta outpost?"

She cast her eyes down.

"Yes, sir. The scientists were able to pull some activity logs from that console before..." she gestured at his arm in the cast. "The outpost ran on M45 energy cells."

"Makes sense. It's an older design, but functional."

"Yes, sir. But because of that, they had to bring a new cell in every couple of days to power the outpost. The cells were stored in an open lot on the planet's surface."

"Sure, that's SOP."

"But they decided that it would be easier to bring in two at a time. Load one in the reactor, and keep the other in the outpost's storage room. That way they only had to suit up to go outside once a week."

Grimthorn's face took on a stern look.

"Those things have to be kept cold," he said. "Keeping them indoors is dangerous."

"Yes, sir. But they did it for a long time, apparently, without any problems. So eventually, I suppose someone figured it would be fine to bring in three or four at a time."

Grimthorn covered his eyes with his good hand.

"Oh, no."

"Yes, sir. We have to wait for more of the results from the lab, but most likely the M45 cells got too warm indoors, which started an exothermic reaction inside the cells, raising the temperature in the room. With more cells in storage, they raised the temperature in the room even more, which increased the exothermic reaction even more..."

"Until 'boom,'" he finished.

"Yes, sir."

He sighed heavily.

"Okay. Write up a safety brief to send to all the outposts and units still using M45s. Explain why we keep those things cold. Include some pictures from Apus Theta. Nothing too gory, but enough to get the point across."

"Yes, sir." She sat down at her desk.

He waved to get her attention, and tapped his ear meaningfully. "Also, Kinnit, I want you to drop this research into all the Data Archive stuff. That's a waste of time. Probably just incompetent techs. Instead, take a look at the loading parameters for the torpedoes. Fire control has been slowing down lately, I want to understand why."

She opened her mouth to protest, but caught his meaning. The wire. Somebody was still listening.

"I understand, sir," she said.

"Good." And he turned to his console, and she to hers.
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Admiral Stonefist stepped out of work early, just before lunch. He claimed the drugs were making him sleepy, but she could see the pain he was stifling. She didn't object, since she didn't think he should have been up and about in the first place.

She'd already sent out the safety brief, and was back combing through the data. She was focused on the security videos from the day before the attempted assassination. Lots of it was missing, but there were vast amounts of data remaining. She'd been going through the ship's roster, comparing the remaining uncorrupted security vids that day against each crew member, watching their movements.

The cameras were in all public areas: hallways, mess, and meeting rooms. And after going through the entire roster, and all the footage for that day, she deduced that there were only four people who didn't show up on video.

Two of them were cadets that called in sick, but footage from the previous evening showed that, more likely, they were recovering from a drinking contest.

The third person not on video was Kinnit herself.

And the fourth was Lieutenant Dol.

Her teeth clenched in fury and she stood to her feet, trembling with rage.

Rationally, she knew that the right approach was to wait for Admiral Stonefist to heal up and share this information with him.

Instead, she marched out of the office to confront Lieutenant Dol.


TWENTY-SEVEN
A TRAITOR TO ONE


Grimthorn lay back in his bunk, trying to get comfortable. The quick-stitch meds that were fixing his broken arm set up a deep ache that the pain meds didn't touch.

When had he gotten so soft? It was just pain. But it sapped his energy to a shocking degree.

He shifted, groaning slightly. To his supreme annoyance, his scanner beeped, indicating a priority message. With an exasperated sigh, he pulled his scanner out of his pocket to read the message. Then he sat bolt upright.

"A Cryptographer? Here?" he yelled. He gritted his teeth. Of course they wouldn't pick a better time. Or give him any advance notice.

He swore quietly to himself, and swallowed a moment of self-pity.

Well, one didn't keep a Cryptographer waiting. With a grunt, he swung his feet out of his bunk and stood. With great reluctance and no small amount of pain, he wrangled himself back into his uniform. He'd have to go to their ship. Cryptographers didn't board Navy ships. They were too disruptive to the crew.

He briefly thought about bringing Kinnit, but as an SS she wouldn't be allowed in the meeting. There was no sense subjecting her to the presence of the Cryptographers when all she'd be able to do was sit in a waiting room on a Cryptographer ship. With a sour frown, he sent her a quick message.

Kinnit, I've been requested for a meeting with a Cryptographer. I should be back early this evening. Stay out of trouble. -GS
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Kinnit marched down the hallway to the last place she'd seen Lieutenant Dol on the security videos. Her face was set, and her teeth were clenched. Her mind reeled in a fury. He was the only one not on the scrambled security videos.

How dare he? How dare he?

A small, rational corner of her mind warned her that the evidence was circumstantial, that she was acting outside her authority, but she needed to confront him, to see his face. To hear him try to deny it with his own voice.

She arrived in front of the door to one of the disused cargo areas. It didn't occur to her to wonder what he was doing here in a little-used part of the ship. She opened the door and marched right in.

The cargo area was dimly lit. It was spacious, but mismatched stacks of crates and the random scatterings of leftover equipment made the area feel cramped and abandoned.

Kinnit slowed. It was a large area, and she didn't know where in here he might be. There were no cameras inside this cargo area. The eerie dimness was making her nervous, and it occurred to her that she was alone, running to face a probable traitor, and nobody knew where she had gone.

She had just started to reconsider when a sound caught her ear. She tilted her head, trying to nail down the source. It was a scratching and a muttering sound. She crept closer, curious.

She rounded a pile of crates to an unexpected sight: Lieutenant Dol hunched over an access pad next to one of the external doors. The access pad was half-disassembled, and wires ran from a bare circuit board into the guts of the access pad. A bright light on the floor shone up onto his work as he muttered to himself.

"What are you doing?" she barked.

He jerked upright, dropping his tools. He immediately moved in front of the access pad to hide it, and turned to see Kinnit standing there.

"What? What?" he cried. "Oh. It's you. I'm... fixing this door."

"Repairs are for Maintenance," she growled. "Or techs, if they're broken enough. I'll ask you again: what are you doing?"

Lieutenant Dol's mouth opened and closed a couple of times like a stunned fish. His eyes, wide with terror, darted around.

"Were you tampering with the access pad?" she asked, her voice rising. "To let someone on board without authorization?" She glared at him. "Someone like a Qhall assassin?"

The life drained from Lieutenant Dol's face, and he began hyperventilating.

"I... I..." His brain seemed stuck. "I didn't know! I didn't know!"

Fury suffused Kinnit's cheeks.

"Lieutenant Dol," she said, her voice quivering with rage, "I am placing you under arrest for the attempted assassination of a Naval Admiral, and for tampering with a security device."

"Y-you can't arrest me!" Dol yelled, getting a little spine back. "Who do you think you are?"

Kinnit drew the badge from her belt and flipped it open. The hologram of her smiling face shone forth from it, with her credentials alongside.

"I am a duly assigned enforcer of the Military Police on board this ship," she said, her voice ringing off the walls, "and you will be brought to justice."

Outrage and disbelief filled her by turns as she glared fiercely at the Lieutenant. Outrage that he'd be so treacherous and greedy, disbelief that he could be so selfish and incompetent. That he'd dare so much, and then pretend that she was the one who was out of line for arresting him! Frenzied rage coursed through her veins.

Was this what Grimthorn felt like all the time?

At the sight of the badge, Lieutenant Dol stepped back, his knees becoming watery.

"H-hey, you don't have to do this, you know? I mean, there are other solutions, right? I mean maybe I made a mistake, but, but look! This could be a big opportunity for you!"

"Opportunity?" she snarled.

"You're an SS, right? I, I have connections! I know someone in the court! I could get a filing for you as a permanent citizen of the Imperium!"

Kinnit froze, unable to move, unable to speak, her mouth locked open in shock. Lieutenant Dol kept talking.

"Think about it! You could get rid of that collar! You could go anywhere! Do anything! Be anything! You'd have it in a month at most! I can promise you that! All I need is your signature on this document, and then we can both get everything we want!"

He pulled a document open on his scanner and slid it across the bare steel floor to her. She glanced down at it, her badge still in her left hand. She made out the words "I, Admiral Stonefist, have assigned Lieutenant Dol to a secret task..."

"You want me to forge Admiral Stonefist's signature on this," she said quietly. "To give you coverage for what you've done."

"I'll never do anything like this again, I swear. And you can have full citizenship! If you don't, I'll just get someone else to do it. I'll find someone sooner or later. Why shouldn't you be the one to benefit?"

She stared down at the scanner, at the document glowing on it.

"That could work," she said slowly. "If you had someone to authorize this, you could get away with it. Get away with all of it."

Sensing he had her interest, he nodded hopefully. She looked up at him, her eyes slitted with hate.

"Your selfishness is exactly what's wrong with the Imperium," she hissed. "Traitor!"

"No, wait, no! You misunderstand! I never meant to go against the Imperium! I just wanted to get back at Admiral Stonefist! It was never about the Imperium!"

In her fury, she fell back on Old Imperial, the first foreign language she'd learned.

"Proditor unus, omnibus proditor," she chanted. "A traitor to one is a traitor to all."

Her badge clattered to the floor.

"Haec pro proditoribus!" she screamed, bringing her gun up.

"No!" Dol cried.

The blaster rang out in the hollow, echoing cargo area, and Lieutenant Dol crumpled to the floor.

She stood over him, heaving, as he writhed in pain, a dark hole marring the center of his uniform.

"You will not hurt my Grimthorn again," she said.

The blaster fired a second time, and Lieutenant Dol lay still.
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Admiral Stonefist sat as still as he could in the transport shuttle. The pilot was silently performing her duties in the cockpit, doing Grimthorn the favor of not trying to chat.

Grimthorn's face was still, giving away nothing. Certainly not giving away the waves of pain that surged through him from the medication. Not giving away his trepidation about being called to a meeting with a Cryptographer. Not giving away his deep anger at the conspiracy that threatened them all.

Stony and silent. Thinking.

What in the galaxy could a Cryptographer possibly want with him?

He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, trying to maintain his equanimity as the shuttle closed the distance to the Cryptographer's ship.

The hairs on Grimthorn's neck rose, standing straight out. An inexplicable feeling of dread filled him, a terror with no cause. Darkness filled his mind, his thoughts turning to his own destruction.

That sick, deadly feeling was--well, it wasn't something you could ever get used to, but it was familiar.

"Nearly there, Admiral," called the pilot of the shuttle.

"I know," Admiral Stonefist said. He opened his eyes and watched the Cryptographer's ship appear on the portal.

The ship was long and black, ornate, like Gothic architecture in space. Waves of ominous energy radiated from the vessel.

The shuttle slowed and turned, reversing to the Cryptographer's ship. It nestled among a clutch of pointed spires, settling into a docking bay.

The docking was completed swiftly, professionally, and the hatch at the back of the shuttle irised open, admitting Grimthorn into the ship. He strode steadily onto the forbidding vessel, his face perfectly still. A young officer waited for him.

"Lieutenant Broca Brangwin," the young man said, saluting. He looked nauseous. "I'll be facilitating your communication with the Cryptographers today. Welcome aboard."

The young man moved carefully, deliberately, as though he were only just barely holding together, as though too sudden a movement would cause limbs to drop off. He kept his back straight, outwardly firm, but his entire demeanor was battered and softened, as though all the sharpness had been knocked off of him.

"At ease," Admiral Stonefist said. The young man nodded, but didn't unstiffen at all. "How long have you been facilitating the Cryptographers, son?" he asked.

"Two months, one week, and three days, sir," Lieutenant Brangwin replied without hesitation.

Admiral Stonefist laid a fatherly hand on the young man's shoulder.

"You can request out of this duty," Grimthorn said.

"But... I signed up for it, sir. Voluntarily."

"Not everyone is suited for this," Grimthorn said solemnly. "Sometimes, the duty is too much to bear. Sometimes another needs to have it, so that it's done as it needs to be."

Lieutenant Brangwin swallowed heavily.

"Something to think about," Grimthorn said. "There are many ways to serve the Imperium."

"Thank you, sir," Lieutenant Brangwin said, his eyes moist.

"But for today, lead the way," Grimthorn said.

Lieutenant Brangwin nodded and walked deeper into the ship.

They walked to a meeting chamber. "Chamber" was really the only right word for it, for all that it was on an interstellar ship. The lofty ceiling was criss-crossed with rib vaults and flying buttresses. The round conference table was uncomfortably low, made with pale marble that was ice-cold.

Admiral Stonefist stopped dead. There were two Cryptographers waiting for him. Creeping dread crawled up his back, threatening to unfreeze his features. He forced himself to the table and sat down rigidly.

Lieutenant Brangwin, looking miserable, sat between the two Cryptographers. The two aliens loomed over him, their face-tentacles dangling close to the sides of his head. He shuddered involuntarily.

Lieutenant Brangwin pulled out a small pad of paper with many notes, and began reading off of it.

"To facilitate communication," Lieutenant Brangwin read, "the Cryptographers of the Imperium employ a facilitator and copious notes. All possible conversational paths have been mapped out and documented. As our discussion progresses, the Cryptographers will guide me to the appropriate response in my notes, so that the words I speak are theirs, not mine."

"Yes, I know how Cryptographers hold meetings," Grimthorn said shortly. "Let's get on with it."

One of the Cryptographers leaned over, tentacles writhing, and chittered. Lieutenant Brangwin flipped a few pages and began reading again.

"We the Cryptographers have deduced that there is a conspiracy in the Imperium. This conspiracy has maintained utmost secrecy, but is believed to involve high-ranking members from various areas of society. Specifically deduced: the military, the media, and industry are certainly involved. Possibly there is corruption in the court as well."

"I understand. What are they after?"

The other Cryptographer skittered at Lieutenant Brangwin. He flipped over a page.

"It is unclear. Destabilization of the Imperium seems to be the primary motive at the moment."

"Right. We'd gathered as much. I don't mean to be disrespectful, but why do the Cryptographers care? Isn't the Imperium full of conspiracies?"

More chittering, and Lieutenant Brangwin read again.

"We the Cryptographers are loyal to the Emperor. We are loyal only to the Emperor and his desires. His desire is the continuation of the Imperium, so that which threatens the Imperium threatens him. We will stand against anything that threatens the Emperor and his desires."

Lieutenant Brangwin took a steadying breath.

"This conspiracy has great potential to harm both the Imperium and the Emperor. It is a credible threat. We the Cryptographers are known. We will not waver. We will stand against any threat to the Emperor. Therefore, this conspiracy will, of necessity, target us. We are not strong. We can be defeated. We can be destroyed. If we are removed by force, the Emperor will be left defenseless in many ways."

Grimthorn nodded.

"That makes sense. So why come to me?"

"You are at the center of this conspiracy. You have hindered their plans already. You are a complication to their goals."

The two Cryptographers stood unexpectedly, holding out their left arms to Admiral Stonefist, their black talons spread wide. Their tentacles writhed with increased energy.

"We the Cryptographers propose an alliance with the Admiral Stonefist."


TWENTY-EIGHT
ALLIANCE


Grimthorn bristled.

"An alliance?" he said. "Are we splitting up into factions now? Dividing the Imperium? I'm not some court flunky who's angling for position."

The two Cryptographers chittered between each other, rapid and low.

"Poorly... worded..." one of them said. More chittering and squeaking between them. "We... help... you... save... the... Imperium. You... help... us... survive. You... protect?"

Grimthorn's jaw clenched.

"Yes. I protect the citizens of the Imperium." He took a deep breath. "I didn't even know your kind could be killed."

"Possible... but... complicated. Very... inconvenient."

Grimthorn's lips twisted wryly.

"Understood. What would you need from me? And what would you do to help?"

The Cryptographers chittered excitedly to Brangwin. He reluctantly opened his notebook to a new section and began reading.

"We will keep you apprised of our suppositions as we deduce what is occurring. You will provide information as you uncover it. And you will save the Imperium."

"Oh, is that all?"

"According to our deductions, you are the only one in a position to address this conspiracy." Brangwin's reading voice was shaking now, running out of steam as he crumbled under the Cryptographers' extended presence.

Admiral Stonefist stood slowly, and nodded.

"Very well. I will join you to crush this conspiracy. I will share my information, and I will save the Imperium, or die trying."

He reached out and grasped their taloned claws, one in each hand. A shock of revulsion swept through him as the terror of the Cryptographers reached a heady peak he had never before experienced. He cried out in anguish. They released him, and he collapsed on the table.

Admiral Stonefist felt that, even if he had been inclined to welsh on the deal, he would now no longer be able to. The agreement was burned into his soul.

"The accord is complete. All hail the Imperium," Brangwin read, his voice on the verge of weeping.

Grimthorn shakily righted himself and saluted.

"All hail."
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Iluna Dabrini loved her job. She liked the easy work and low responsibility of shuttle piloting. Other people were welcome to deal with excitement and politics and major crises. She was happy to do her work, collect her paycheck, and watch her dramas in the evenings, never thinking a thing about work outside duty hours.

Once Admiral Stonefist was back on board, she carefully undocked the shuttle from the Cryptographers' ship and navigated back out through the spires. She breathed a little sigh of relief as they cleared the ship. Navigating a trapped dock on a Cryptographer ship was not at all what she'd signed up for.

Admiral Stonefist was pacing in the back of the shuttle. Technically, she should have required that he sit down and strap in, but his stormy face and the residual aftereffects of the Cryptographer's presence made her not care very much about proper protocol.

She watched on her monitor as the Cryptographers' ship turned slowly and began lumbering back to the jumphole they'd arrived from. The mood lifted the further they traveled away from the Cryptographers.

Well, her mood lifted. Admiral Stonefist still looked pretty grouchy.

They traveled in silence for a bit when the Admiral's scanner alerted. He pulled it out and stared at it disapprovingly, then put it to his ear. Iluna tried to watch him from the corner of her eye without making it obvious.

"Grimthorn here," he said. The voice on the other end spoke for a minute, and the Admiral's face turned beet-red. "She's in prison again?" he yelled.

More muted buzzing from his scanner.

"She shot who? Why?" He paused. "What do his electronics have to do with anything? Forget it. I'll be back on board in..." he looked at Iluna, and she held up one finger, then two. "...in twelve minutes. Is forensics on the scene? Well, for the Emperor's sake don't let anybody touch anything else until they get there."

He blipped off his scanner and fumed and paced some more.

Yes, Iluna loved her job--the one without all the responsibility and stress.
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Kinnit sat in her cell, drawn in. She didn't sob, but tears flowed steadily down her face.

The cell was comfortable, for what it was. The slim bunk was as comfortable as the one in her quarters. The walls were bare, but done nicely in a soothing color, and the floor was carpeted. One wall was simply a stasis shield. The haze of energy was visible, but only just barely. She'd tried touching it the first time she'd been imprisoned, and it was unpleasant but not painful, like sticking your hand in slightly too-hot water, or getting a static zap. And it absolutely stopped any movement dead.

The cell was also roomy. A little too roomy, perhaps. She felt very small in such a large cell. She wanted a narrow, dark cave to crawl into. And a pile of warm Kobolds to burrow into.

A sound in the hallway outside her cell caught her attention, and she looked up to see Admiral Stonefist standing there, his arms folded, glaring down at her. She tried to shrink into an invisible little ball. He turned and nodded to someone out of sight, and the stasis shield flickered and vanished. He strode in.

"I'm sorry, sir, I'm sorry--" she began, her breath hitching. He held up a finger, silencing her.

"Wait to apologize until we know if there's something to apologize for. Now tell me from the beginning what happened."

She tried a few times to speak, but her sobs overcame her, and her sentences came out in a hiccupy mess.

It slowly dawned on Grimthorn what she needed. He got down on one knee in front of her and opened his arms. She looked at him in disbelief, hesitating. Then she flung herself bodily into him, her arms wrapping tightly around his neck. She wept heavily, sobbing and leaking all over his crisp, powder-blue uniform.

"They tried to kill you," she bleated in between sobs, "and they were gonna do it again! Why do they hate the Imperium? Why do they hate you?"

"Shh. It's okay." He stroked her back and murmured soothing noises as best he could.

"I can't lose you!" she cried.

And for just this moment, this one moment, as she cried and clung to him, he could forget about Admiralty and SS and society and the law, and they could just be a man and a woman, comforting and comforted.
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After the torrent of tears had passed, Kinnit sat back down on her bench. Admiral Stonefist sat next to her, wishing he'd thought to bring a handkerchief to offer her.

She explained everything that had happened as he listened gravely, nodding. When she'd finished, he stood.

"Thank you, Kinnit. I'll get you to write up a full report later."

Her eyes were downcast.

"Am I going away to prison, sir?"

He looked at her in surprise.

"Prison? Nonsense. There will be an investigation, of course. There may be a censure, depending on what they find. But they certainly can't send you to prison for doing exactly what I would have done in your place. You handled a traitor exactly how they should be handled."

"Sir?" she said, her hopes rising.

"Well... maybe not exactly what I would have done. It would have been good to interrogate him."

"I'm sorry, sir."

"And you should never have gone to confront him by yourself. That was dangerous."

"I'm sorry, sir."

"They've already killed two of their own people. They would not have hesitated to add you to that list."

"Yes, sir."

He took her hand gently.

"I can't afford to lose you," he said. "You're very important to me." He colored and cleared his throat. "My work, I mean. And the Imperium. Very important to the Imperium. You must take care of yourself."

"Yes, sir." And she gave him a shy smile.

"Now, they're going to release you into my custody until the investigation's done. That means I'll need to escort you wherever you need to go. Which I am happy to do. You just contact me and I'll come get you right away, okay?"

She nodded solemnly.

"Kinnit," he said. She looked up at him, her eyes still sparkling with tears. "I'm glad you're okay. Now let's get you back to your quarters."
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Kinnit lay on her own bunk in her own quarters, staring at the ceiling.

Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist.

He was her hero. He was her Admiral. But he was also a man.

And she had to admit, a well put-together one. Scars notwithstanding. And so strong. Not just physically, but he had a strength of will like titanium armor, and honor dense enough to bounce a neutron star off of. But it was simply not possible: relationships between SS and full citizens were strictly forbidden.

Yet Lucy's comment stayed lodged deep in her mind like a tiny splinter.

Was he trying to get her attention?

She knew it was silly, but she indulged herself, allowing herself to imagine what that would be like. She didn't know much about Terran relationships directly, but she'd read enough in her novels to grasp the basics.

Maybe he would be the kind to bring her flowers? But the likeliest plants they'd encounter would be something carnivorous on their next away mission. Or he might cover her with his coat in the rain? Though any rain they'd be in together would probably be an acidic or toxic precipitation on the surface of another world. Or he could make a dramatic confession at twilight in front of their special cafe. Though she supposed she'd have to settle for a dramatic confession in front of the mess hall after lights out.

She rolled over and gnawed her pillow in frustration. All her novels and stories were proving utterly worthless for her situation.

Well. She had other ways of learning about these things.
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Kinnit and Admiral Stonefist sat in his office a few days later, working.

Grimthorn had gotten the cast off his arm, and claimed he was feeling much better.

The investigation into Lieutenant Dol was proceeding apace. Grimthorn forwarded her everything the investigators found, so she could forward it to the Cryptographers, and also scan it herself to glean any clues.

The wire had been discovered and removed from the office; the entire ship had been swept for bugs and wires once it was discovered they'd had a traitor on board. It was nice to be able to talk freely in the office again.

And she had finally (finally!) gotten the console she'd ordered months ago. It had taken Admiral Stonefist going down to the supply office and yelling at them until they gave her one. It sat on her desk, sleek and shiny and so much easier to use than her scanner. Now she felt fully like a part of Admiral Stonefist's office.

As lunch approached, Kinnit gnawed her lip. Her plan had seemed so easy when she'd made up her mind last night, but now, faced with Grimthorn's dour expression as he glared at the messages on his console, her courage abandoned her. Maybe she'd been overthinking things. Lucy had probably been joking.

And yet... the firm and confident way he handled himself in every situation, and the way his broad shoulders stood out when he crossed his arms crossly, his strong features and his strong morals... the more she thought about him, the more Kinnit was drawn to him. Was this what it felt like to like somebody? Or was it just respect? Was she just being silly? She felt jittery, like she'd had too much coffee.

The ceiling flashed.

"Lunch," Grimthorn muttered, still typing.

"Yes, sir. Should I bring you anything?"

"I'm good," he said. "You enjoy."

She stood and walked to the door, and paused. She turned back.

"Sir?"

"Yes, Assistant?"

"I... have this friend. She has this guy she maybe likes. But she doesn't know if he's interested in her. How can she find out?"

Admiral Stonefist looked up at her, shocked.

"Excuse me?"

"Ah, my friend. She doesn't know how to read men," Kinnit said, feeling more awkward than she had ever before in her life.

"I suppose she could just ask him," he said stiffly.

Kinnit laughed, too brittle, high and loud.

"Ha ha! Yes, that's a good approach!" she said, embarrassed beyond words. Then she walked out of his office on stiff legs.
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Admiral Stonefist stared at the closed door for a long minute after she left. He turned her question over in his mind. Her question that was, transparently, about herself.

Then he slowly laid his head on his folded arms.

He was such a fool. Of course there was someone else she was interested in. Someone of her same social class. Or someone closer to her age. Or someone handsome.

Someone who wasn't such a mess.

And she deserved someone better than him.

He'd heard of a broken heart before, but he'd never realized that there was actual physical pain associated with it.

He took a deep breath.

Well. It was no less than he deserved for filling his own mind with such foolishness. He'd just have to stiffen up and carry on. She didn't know anything, and she would never have to. He'd just swallow the pain and pretend nothing had ever happened. That he'd never opened his heart. That he'd never had hope. Just... put on his mask and carry on.

But he was very glad, for this little time at least, that he was alone in his office.


TWENTY-NINE
REWARD


Kinnit had been spending the day in Admiral Stonefist's office alternating between fiercely focused work and daydreaming. Admiral Stonefist himself was scowling more than usual.

He was going through his messages when he stopped, and his eyes grew round with fury. He slammed a fist on his desk and spat an oath so vile that Kinnit's head popped up.

"Sir!" she said disapprovingly.

"Sorry," he said shortly. He stood and paced back and forth, muttering to himself.

"Is... everything okay, sir?"

"It's fine," he barked, still pacing, deep in thought.

"Is there anything I can help with?" she asked after watching him pace for a bit.

"Not unless you have a hammer big enough to knock some sense into those idiots at Central Command."

"What's going on?"

Admiral Stonefist visibly struggled with himself for a moment, then sagged. He stared out the portal, looking tired and beaten.

"I was hoping to keep it a surprise. But I guess it doesn't matter now." He turned to her. "After you saved the Ninth Fleet from the trap at Krivax, I put your name in for a Medal of Distinguished Action."

She gasped.

"Again?"

"You deserve it," he groused. "I've struggled to think of anyone else who's done more to earn it. Without you, the Ninth Fleet would functionally no longer exist. But CenCom is... being very CenCom about it all." He stalked over to his console and began reading the message that had roused his ire. "'While Assistant Kinnit's actions were beneficial to the Ninth Fleet--' beneficial, ha! 'it is against policy for the Imperial Navy to issue military commendations for actions performed by a member of a Subject Species, particularly one with no military rank."

He ground his teeth.

"Sir, it's fine. I wasn't expecting medals or anything. I'm just glad I was able to help."

"It is not fine." She shrank back a little at his fierce tone, and he moderated his voice. "Sorry, Kinnit. I'm not angry at you." He took a deep breath. "I just wish I could shake some sense into those morons. 'Against policy.' Hmph."

He calmed himself a little and sat back at his desk.

"Very well. If they won't recognize you, then I will. I'm going to take a vacation."

Kinnit's face took on a confused cast.

"Sir?"

"Time off. You mentioned a while back that I should take some time off. And I think you're absolutely right. I haven't taken a vacation since..." he thought for a minute. "In a while."

"Okay, sir," Kinnit said hesitantly. "I think that's a wonderful idea. But I don't see--"

"A very extravagant vacation. Somewhere nice. And of course, I'll need my trustworthy Assistant on hand, in case of emergencies."

She covered her mouth with both hands.

"Sir, do you mean--"

"Yes. I want to take you on a luxury vacation. If you'd like to go."

"Sir, I couldn't... it's too much!"

"Kinnit, you deserve more. So much more. You've saved my life twice and saved the entire fleet, and your only reward so far has been my grouching and more work. But I'll do my best to at least give you some recognition. Besides, we've both been through a lot lately. We could both use some time to decompress."

She couldn't respond, but she did bounce in her chair a little with excitement.
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She sat on her bunk that evening, staring unseeing at her novel.

Her! Admiral Stonefist was going to take her on a 'luxurious' vacation! Of course, who knew what Grimthorn considered 'luxurious?' Indoor plumbing, maybe. She giggled to herself.

To Kinnit, her bunk was luxurious. The ISS Swordheart was luxurious. From her youth on her homeworld, everything she had experienced in the Imperium was luxurious, and she struggled to imagine what could be grander.

But she was excited to find out.
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There was a snapping tension in the meeting room. Sehren Senn stared at the other participants.

Idrian, the courtier, affected to look bored. "Well, another one of your Hands is down, it seems. I was beginning to wonder if you'd just kill them all yourself, but it looks like Admiral Stonefist's Assistant beat you to one of them."

Senn ground his teeth.

"You think I'm happy about this? All my Hands on the Swordheart are gone! But it had to be done. You know how vital secrecy is for our cause. Would you rather I let Captain Caltrel fall into the hands of the Cryptographers? You'd like him spilling his guts to CenCom? Or maybe you'd prefer Jorya being interrogated? She's been working with us for years. You knew her, Captain Denth, how do you think she'd have reacted to a plea bargain for amnesty for her embezzlement?"

Captain Denth, the military man, leaned back and waved dismissively.

"Don't drag me into this," he said. "I don't care who you kill."

"Maybe I'm just concerned where I'm at on your kill list," Idrian said airily.

"Keep running your mouth and you'll find out," Senn hissed.

"Gentlemen," the industrialist said, leaning forward. "Please, let's not let petty insults drive us apart, shall we? Idrian, you know you're a valuable part of our agreement, nobody's really threatening you. We're all just upset at this latest setback."

"It's been nothing but setbacks, as far as I can see," said the courtier.

"Look here, that's not true," said Rax, the industrialist. "Sure, Senn has lost a couple of Hands, but we've still got the entire bug fleet at our disposal. And we're still here, aren't we? What have we really lost? A couple of tools, that's all. Our circle is still strong. Our influence is still strong."

"Very well, Rax, I'll concede the point," Idrian said. He looked off into the corners of the room. "But it strikes me that we need to have some successful operations."

"True enough," said Rax. "I've got the bug armies under control for now, but they're not long-term thinkers. If I don't give them a juicy target here soon, I'm not going to be able to hold onto them. It's already outrageously expensive to keep them in line."

"The cost is irrelevant," Senn groused. "Once we have our war, your factories will be churning out weapons at unprecedented rates. You'll have to take over more planets just to build enough factories to keep up. How much return on investment will you get from an indefinite demand for your goods?"

Rax grunted with satisfaction.

"Yes, yes, I know. Nothing's as profitable as war." He rubbed his hands together. "The money from our eternal war will fatten the Imperium beyond anything ever before seen!"

"Nonsense!" said Captain Denth, banging the table with his fist. "War isn't about money! It's about the military! The Imperial Navy is fat and corrupt. We need a war to get us back into fighting trim. New war will cut the fat, and eternal war will keep us strong!"

"You have no idea what you're talking about, Denth!" said Rax. "The money we'll make will be so astronomical we can simply buy our way out of any new trouble! Eternal war is eternal profit!"

"Who cares about money or military?" said Idrian carelessly. "As long as my War Council can hold the Emperor's ear. And a permanent war will keep me at his elbow."

Sehren Senn grinned.

"Well said, all. We all have our unique ways of supporting the Imperium. We will all have an important place in this new world. We will all profit greatly from the new order."

"Well, what do you get out of all this, Senn?" Idrian asked.

Senn's grin turned unpleasant.

"Me? I get fear. Fear and anger. Eternal war is eternal fear. Stories of bloodbaths on the other side of the galaxy will keep every person in the Imperium glued to their scanners and holos, filled with dread, filled with hate. And the more they hate, the more they'll stay glued to me. And the more they hate, the easier it will be to guide them when the time comes."

"When the time comes for what?" asked Rax, a little unsettled.

"Sorry, I should have said if the time comes. If we ever need an uprising. Something to keep the Imperium moving in the direction we want. Something to keep our war in place."

"That's all fine and good, but we still need a win to get all this started," Idrian pointed out.

Senn nodded, a sour expression on his face.

"Yes," he said. "Our primary enemies right now are Admiral Stonefist and his Assistant."

"Why do we care about the Assistant? She's just an SS, isn't she?"

"I understand now why Admiral Stonefist brought her in. This was a very clever maneuver on his part. She flies under the radar, because she's an SS, but she's his brain trust. She's clever. If we want to eliminate Admiral Stonefist, we need to figure out how to eliminate both of them at the same time."

Captain Denth leaned back in his chair.

"Well," he said, a smug smile creeping across his broad face. "If that's the case, I came across some information the other day that may be very helpful in that regard."

All faces turned to Captain Denth. As he continued to speak, they all began smiling, unified for the first time that day.
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Kinnit darted from one side of the shuttle to the other, eagerly gazing out of the ports on either side. She'd been hyperactive all day, anxious to see what Grimthorn had planned.

There were only a few others on board the transport besides herself and the Admiral, so her antics didn't bother too many people.

Grimthorn had managed to keep it a secret from her so far. They'd had a transfer to a civilian transport, and the difference in accommodations astounded her. On the Swordheart, conditions were comfortable, but there were certain things that you learned to watch out for. There were edges and angles that would bruise or catch you, if you weren't careful. You didn't move too quickly around the corner of your bunk, or the folded sheet metal edges would snag you. You didn't lean back in your chair with your fingers underneath it unless you wanted a nasty pinch. And so on.

But the civilian transport was completely different. Instead of bare metal surfaces, everything was covered in fabric, or plastic, or something smooth and pleasant to touch. Hallways and doors were wider, lighting was both softer and more abundant, and the air smelled of flowers or citrus instead of machine oil.

And that was just the transport. The civilian spaceport, too, had been roomier and less crowded, and everything moved faster.

She had been getting herself hyped up for weeks, and already this vacation was beyond her wildest expectations. Today she would finally get to see what Admiral Stonefist had planned.

One of the destination signs for the transport they'd boarded read "Ophir."

She hardly dared hope for so much.

"So, Admiral," she asked, her voice high with excitement, "any more clues to where we're headed?" She moved to the portal on the other side to gaze at the sprinkled stars.

Grimthorn grinned.

"We'll be there soon enough. Just a few more minutes."

She tried to frown at him, but she couldn't keep the grin off her face, nor her tail from swishing in excitement.

"Kinnit, I know that technically you're here in an official capacity, but this is really a vacation for you. You don't have to call me 'Admiral' or 'sir' until we're back on the Swordheart."

"Oh, yes, sir," she said without thinking. "I mean, Admiral! I mean--"

"Grimthorn is fine."

"G-Grimthorn." She smiled nervously.

He was in civilian clothes, and she realized she'd never seen him in anything but his powder-blue Navy uniform with the gold piping. Now he was in a loose t-shirt, canvas pants, and a ball cap, of all things. It was shocking to see him out of uniform, as though he'd switched into a different body entirely.

Not that it changed his bearing. The uniform just put angles and straight lines on him. The casual clothes did not hide his strong posture, broad shoulders, or effortless coordination. There was no mistaking what he was, with or without a uniform.

Part of her mind was yammering at her, nagging her to pause and drink in the look of him in civvies while she could. But the other part recognized that the thought was nonsensical, and she shouldn't look at him that way at all. And another, much larger part was still trying to figure out what their destination was, and had no time to spend looking at anything else.

The overhead speaker crackled to life.

"If you look out the starboard portal, you'll see we're nearing the planet Mebrin."

She gasped and dashed to the portal. As their transport turned to set an intercept course with the planet, it came into view.

"Grimthorn, you didn't! You did!" she nearly screeched, bouncing on her toes.

Mebrin was an ocean planet that orbited a friendly yellow star. The planet was a glittering cerulean pearl hanging against a splendid spray of stars and galaxies. The waters of the planet ranged from nearly white at the poles to a deep, rich purple at the equator. Small landmasses dotted the surface, rich green speckles scattered across the vast oceans. The sun shone proudly on the beautiful planet, its rays sparkling on the waves below.

Kinnit had never seen so much water before. She could barely breathe for the beauty of the sight.

And there, just visible against the blue of the ocean, was a distinctive silhouette: a transparent dome like a bubble, trailing a long, ornate ship colored white and gold.

The overhead speaker crackled again. "We'll be docking with the Ophir in ten minutes."

A wide smile split Kinnit's face as she made out the shape of the Ophir, the richest, most luxurious cruise ship in the galaxy, in permanent orbit around the exquisite tropical world of Mebrin.

"Grimthorn... it's too much," she said, her eyes laser-focused on the stunning display.

"It is not," he said. "Not for you," he added quietly, with his eyes fixed on her instead of the portal.


THIRTY
VACATION


The docking with the Ophir went smoothly, far less rough than either of them were accustomed to with military ships. They debarked the transport and entered the docking tube.

Even the docking tube had gravity, an extravagance unheard-of on a military vessel.

The hatch irised open with a soothing hum, admitting Grimthorn and Kinnit to the Ophir.

Kinnit's face was a study in joyous rapture, a delighted smile gracing her face. Grimthorn briefly wondered if she might do herself injury by keeping her face locked in that expression for so long.

The docking tube opened out to the Star Deck of the Ophir. Technically speaking, it was the Primary Forward Observation Deck, but everybody, from passengers to techs, called it the Star Deck.

Kinnit gasped with renewed delight as they stepped out onto the Star Deck.

The transparent dome soared forty feet above their heads, crystal clear. Mebrin graced half the view, its scintillating waters throwing sparkles back into the viewer's eyes. Beyond Mebrin lay the trailing edge of the nearest spiral arm, the cloud of stars sweeping across the blackness of space.

As it orbited, the Ophir maintained a slow roll around its longitudinal axis, causing the planet Mebrin to rise and fall in the view of the Star Deck every few hours.

Kinnit wandered slowly across the Star Deck, her eyes fixed on the spectacle above her. Grimthorn gently guided her to keep her from meandering into the other cruise-goers.

"It's so wonderful," she breathed. Grimthorn shepherded her to a bench so she could gaze at the stars.

He chuckled.

"You haven't even gotten off the entry deck yet," he said. "Wait until you see the rest."

"No," she said, her luminous eyes filled with the universe. "Nothing could be better than this."

Grimthorn said nothing, only stood beside her bench at parade rest with a small smile, looking at the stars.
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Grimthorn was eventually able to pry her away from the Star Deck, but only after making the gravest of promises that they would be back soon.

He led her to their suites. An unassuming white door stood in a richly carpeted hall.

"This room's yours," he said, handing her luggage to her. "I'm next door, right down there."

He paused, looking uncomfortable.

"What's wrong, sir?"

"Oh, nothing's wrong. There will be someone coming by your room after a while."

"Oh?"

Grimthorn was stiff as a board.

"There's a ball tomorrow night on the Star Deck. If you're interested. I've ordered a service to make you a ballgown." He gave her a creditable bow. "I would be honored if you would join me for the ball tomorrow evening."

"Of... of course," she said, trying not to hyperventilate. "I... I think I need to rest for a bit."

"Of course. Evening meal's at 1800 hours. Feel free to pluck my scanner if you need anything."

She nodded silently and stepped into her room, closing the door behind her.

Her room was not a room so much as it was three adjoining rooms: A luxurious sitting area, a tasteful bedroom with a massive, graceful four-poster bed, and a lavatory.

She flung herself on the bed and buried her face in one of the many pillows that graced it.

It was too much. It was all too much.

She wept into her pillow, emotionally overwhelmed.

She didn't deserve all this. She was just a dirty little Kobold from a backwater of the galaxy, trying to make a way for herself and her people.

Grimthorn was being so kind, and trying so hard. And it was all so wonderful. But she couldn't help feeling a horrible sense of out-of-place-ness, as though she had accidentally been swept into a grander and more glorious life than she could appreciate, much less earn.

After she'd had a bit of a cry and regained her equanimity, she explored the suite. Like everything on the Ophir, it was elegant and ornate, just barely on the right side of overdone. There was even a complimentary bottle of champagne in the sitting area. Remembering her last experience with Terran alcohol, she carefully ignored it.

It was an hour or so later when there came a deferential knock at her door. It was firm, but not demanding.

She opened the door, and bristled. There stood two odd creatures. They were tall and spindly-thin, with gray skin and huge, almond-shaped black eyes. Their legs were reversed, like a chicken's, and their arms appeared to have too many joints. They didn't seem to have hands: just long, thin fingers that grew directly from their arms.

Kinnit's first impression was that they looked like bugs, almost like giant praying mantises towering over her. And given her recent run-ins with insectiform species, she was suddenly tense.

"We're with Bella Luna Dressworks," one of them said, her voice high and flutey and silky-smooth. "We come to fit you for your ballgown."

Kinnit's first instinct was to close the door in their faces. But they were polite, and she really did want to go to the ball. Reluctantly, she stepped aside and let them in.

They moved in with an awkward grace, their movements flowing, but still with the stuck-out neck-bobbing of all chicken-walkers. Kinnit tried to smile, but she was afraid it was coming out as a grimace.

"Let's take a look at your feet first, dear," said one. "We'll work out your shoes and go up from there."

Kinnit nodded and let the strange alien examine her. She had to try her very hardest not to shriek as the thin fingers drifted across her skin.

"Mmm, no high heels for this one," said the dressmaker, her flutey voice ripe with disappointment. "Legs are the wrong shape."

"Sandals," the other said. They both stood back and nodded, looking at her with calculating eyes.

Kinnit shrank under their intense scrutiny.

"Stand up straight, please," said one. Kinnit stiffened.

"Skin coloration is pale red," said the other. "Perhaps an emerald green base for the dress?"

The other nodded. "Good. Yes. And gold for the accessories, to match the collar."

"Yes, yes. Horn danglers?"

"Yes, very nice. Gold, with emerald insets. Anything for the tail?"

"Perhaps. A gold band might be nice near the base. Or too much, do you think?"

"Possibly too much. What do you think, dear?"

Kinnit gaped. They were asking her opinion?

"What do I think? About what?"

"A tail band, dear. You would wear it here," the creature said, tracing a line around her tail up near her spine. Kinnit twitched.

"I... I don't know much about this. I think... something simple would do?"

"Yes. Less is more. Very elegant." Their fingers rubbed together in excitement. "Walk for us, dear."

"I'm sorry?"

"Please, if you will walk back and forth? So we may see you?"

"Oh." Kinnit walked nervously across the sitting area, turned, and walked back, feeling very silly.

"Very nice. Natural, poised. Alert. Something long, flowing, perhaps."

"Yes, yes, very nice. Off shoulder. Sweetheart neckline?"

"Yes, very good. Very nice. Now come, we must measure."

They had her strip down to her bare essentials, and she spent the most uncomfortable fifteen minutes of her life with those thin fingers brushing along her skin as they measured her from stem to stern. There were some kind of thin hairs on the fingers that allowed them to grip things without squeezing them. Their fingers were ticklish and light. She spent the entire time nearly vibrating with revulsion, her skin trying to crawl away from their touch.

At long last they were done, and the pair withdrew, casting compliments at her in their strange, stilted speech.

She breathed a sigh of relief and collapsed on the settee once they were gone.

She hoped that would end up being the worst part of this trip.
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Grimthorn paced around his suite, completely oblivious to his extravagant surroundings.

He had determined to keep his feelings to himself. But seeing her so happy here, so alive, was crumbling his resolve. Earlier, on the Star Deck, his very bones burned within him to reach out and take her in his arms.

But she was interested in someone else. Which didn't change how he felt.

He swallowed hard. He'd thought this was a clever ruse to give her a reward: set up a luxury cruise for her that she'd never be able to afford on an Assistant's salary by pretending it was for him. Now he was wondering if he'd only set himself up for a week of extended pain as he tried to stuff down his feelings for her.

He muttered curses under his breath.

He'd faced down pirates and marauders and every kind of species imaginable, most of which wanted him extremely dead. But none of that frightened him nearly as much as the thought of her casting that easy, uninhibited smile at someone else. Someone younger, more handsome, and frankly more deserving, like that interviewer, that Koro Melemann.

He stopped and wrestled within himself.

What had he gotten himself into?
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He knocked on her door precisely at 1800 hours to take her to dinner. They dined sumptuously in the dining hall, and did a brief tour of the ship.

It was a vessel thoroughly outfitted for entertainment, with an outdoor holo theater, live shows, a massive swimming pool, a VRcade, a small amusement park, and Krokke ball courts. There was even a casino on the lower decks, but Kinnit simply shook her head and wouldn't go near it.

They discussed and strategized how they could take in as much of the entertainment as possible during their time there. But as the evening wound down, the only thing Kinnit wanted to do was to go sit on the Star Deck and look through the dome.

The lights were low on the Star Deck, and the evening stars shone unnaturally bright. Kinnit sat on a bench. Grimthorn, after a moment spent debating within himself, sat next to her.

"If everyone only knew how amazing it all was," she said, "they'd all join the Navy. Space is filled with such intense beauty."

"Space is filled with death," Grimthorn said without thinking. "We have our technology to maintain our frail bodies against lifeless vacuum and hostile species. Every breath we draw is a statistical impossibility. And yet we persist."

She looked up at him with affectionate exasperation.

"Grimthorn, you have the soul of a rock," she said with a smile. "If you wrote poetry, I bet it would read like a technical manual."

He shrugged uncomfortably, belatedly hoping he hadn't ruined her moment.

"It's... just how I feel."

"Well I think it's beautiful." Her eyes turned back to the stars. "I'm so glad I'm here. Thank you, Grimthorn." She laid her hand absently on his arm, setting off a torrent of feelings raging through him, but he kept his face carefully still.

"I'm glad you're here, too, Kinnit," he said.

He wondered how he would possibly get through the ball tomorrow night.


THIRTY-ONE
THE BALL


Kinnit and Admiral Stonefist spent the following day taking in many of the pleasures the Ophir had to offer.

It was a whirlwind as they bounced from activity to activity, but Admiral Stonefist still seemed strangely tense. Kinnit worried about him a bit, but he seemed to be having fun, as far as she could tell. There was no end to the activities, but after a long day of fun, they began to wind down.

Laughing with delight, yet tired, they returned to their suites. Grimthorn walked her to her door.

"Will I see you at the ball tonight?" he asked hopefully.

"Of course!" she gushed. "Nothing could make me miss it!"

"Very well. I'll see you at 1900 hours. I'll be waiting at the entrance to the Star Deck."

He bowed and withdrew, walking to his own suite. She watched him go, her mind turning over.

She shook the thought out of her head and went in to lie down for a nap.
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Kinnit was awakened an hour later by a firm, yet deferential knock at her door. She sat up muzzily, temporarily confused, wondering what had happened to her quarters, and why her bunk was so soft.

She remembered where she was as the knock sounded again. She hastily got out of bed, rubbing her eyes and answered it. She recoiled slightly at the two dressmakers standing outside her door.

Why don't they use the door chime? she wondered.

They bustled in with their long, angular, overly jointed bodies and immediately started fussing over her.

"We have the lovely dress for you," said one of them.

"Yes, very nice. You will be the center of every eye," said the other.

"First, we must finish the fitting."

They worked around her, dressing her, tweaking the ballgown, showing her how to wear the jewelry and properly affix the sandals.

She grinned insincerely and tried to understand everything they were telling her, while also trying not to crawl out of her skin at their touch.

At last, the dress was properly sized, and she was fully accoutered. They led her to the full-length trifold mirror in the bedroom so she could see the final product.

Kinnit gasped at the image in the mirrors. This was not her, surely? Some illusion, perhaps?

But the Kobold in the mirror smiled back at her, and her heart swelled.

She was dressed in a rich, emerald-green, floor length ballgown. It left her shoulders and collarbone bare, dipping to a shallow v on her chest. The smooth fabric fell to the floor like a waterfall, belling out from her hips.

Small golden trinkets dangled from the tips of her horns, the embedded emeralds glittering and flashing as they swung with every turn of her head. Flat, elegant sandals graced her feet, the straps lined with emerald green rhinestones to match the dress.

Her pale red skin deepened in color as she took in her form in the elegant ballgown.

"It's so beautiful," she whispered.

"You love it. Of course," said one of the dressmakers. "Very beautiful girl makes gown making easy."

"Thank you so much," she said, still looking in the mirror, turning herself around, trying to catch herself from every angle.

"Very good. We have others to deliver. We must go now."

"Yes," she said dreamily. "You are both so very talented. Thank you."

The dressmakers withdrew, leaving Kinnit staring at herself in the mirror.

Perhaps--just perhaps--she was not quite as out of place here as she'd thought.
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Grimthorn stood outside the Star Deck, waiting for Kinnit. He was nervous, though what he had to be nervous about, he had no clue. His dress blues, freshly pressed and cleaned, practically shone. A good, tailored uniform could make any man look good, but Grimthorn recognized how fortunate he was to have the natural body shape to take full advantage of the Navy dress blues, with their deep, royal blue hue offset by the bright gold piping.

He stood at attention, watching couples enter. A worm of worry gnawed at him. Surely she hadn't changed her mind? Perhaps she was too tired from the activities earlier in the day. Perhaps she felt uncomfortable at a fancy dress ball. Perhaps she felt this was not an appropriate activity for them.

More people entered, and his worries grew. The lift at the end of the hall opened frequently, and each time his heart jumped, looking for her smile, her eyes, but each time it was just some other couple.

Finally, she arrived. The lift opened, she appeared, and all his fretful thoughts fled away. She was stunning in her gown, a shy smile on her face. She stepped forward gracefully, the dress flowing around her like water.

He felt his face drain, taken by her beauty, struck to the bone by the very sight of her. At that moment he knew he was lost. There was no more escaping it. He was going to confess to her tonight. Whether she accepted him or not, he had to tell her.

He loved her.

She came forward, the confidence of her stride belying her shy smile. She came to him, and looked up into his face, her wide, beautiful eyes seeking out his. She leaned forward.

"Close your mouth, Grimthorn," she whispered, her smile growing. He shut his mouth with a click and remembered himself.

"Yes! Yes, um. Miss Kinnit, would you do me the honor?" He made a small bow and held out an elbow. She slipped her warm arm into his, scrambling his thoughts again.

He led the way into the Star Deck, which had been decorated for the ball. Pale Corinthian columns circled the ballroom, draped with white silk. A small orchestra played at one end of the ballroom, filling the deck with the strains of a waltz.

"Do you dance, Miss Kinnit?" Grimthorn asked.

"A little," she said, coloring. "I know some simple dances, but I haven't practiced them much."

"Then would you consent to practice with me, Miss?" he asked.

She tittered. He seemed almost nervous, but she knew that was ridiculous. Nothing could make Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist nervous.

She curtsied.

"I would love to, Mr. Grimthorn."

He led her to the floor and they joined the waltz. They started a little clumsily, as she was new and he was rusty, but soon they found the rhythm and began circling the floor in harmony with the string quartet, and with each other.

Several times, Grimthorn tried to start a conversation, to say something, to let her know how he felt, but each time he looked into her eyes, his thoughts scattered. She danced with him, a wisp in his hands, her gleaming eyes turned up to his, and he could do no more than dance, his heart thumping with each step.
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Kinnit moved in time with the music, in time with Grimthorn's body, her feet finding the right steps to flow with him.

Her slender left hand rested on his, swallowed by his massive palm. Her right hand rested on his shoulder. She was intensely aware of his hand on her waist as she gazed into his strong, stern face.

She had been wrong, yesterday, when she'd said that nothing could be better than looking at the stars.

She couldn't even see the stars right now.
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They danced for hours, it seemed, wheeling together beneath the galaxy. They took brief breaks, sipping punch and chatting, but at long last, Kinnit begged off and asked to sit down.

They walked to one of the tasteful benches surrounding the Star Deck. She sat, catching her breath, her color high and her face stamped with delight.

Grimthorn took a deep breath. While they had been dancing, he thought--maybe--he'd detected a hint in her eyes, a suggestion that his feelings might, in some small way, be returned.

He hoped with all his heart.

Grimthorn stood in front of her. They were resting, and she was as happy as he'd ever seen her.

This was it. Now or never.

"I have something important to tell you," he said abruptly.

"Yes, Grimthorn?"

"Kinnit, I--" his brow knitted.

She looked up at him expectantly. His expression sank into his familiar frown, and he looked down at his feet.

"Something's wrong," he said.
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Grimthorn strode quickly down the broad hallway, power walking at top speed. Kinnit struggled to keep up with him, nearly running to keep pace with his long strides. Her beautiful dress was doing her no favors, slowing her down.

"Sir?" she asked, trying to catch her breath. "What's going on?"

"The engines cycled up," he said. "For some reason, the Ophir has started going flat out."

"How do you know?"

"The deck. Can't you feel it? The vibration of the reactor hums through the whole ship."

"I didn't feel anything," she said.

On the one hand, the inertial dampers on the Ophir were designed to smooth out the feel of the engines on board the ship, more so than on any military ship. On the other hand, Admiral Stonefist had been among the stars for longer than she'd been alive, and he was deeply attuned to the workings of any vessel he was on.

"What does it mean, sir?"

"We're about to find out."

They arrived at the bridge. The door was open, and there was confusion and shouting inside. A lone ensign stood in the hallway, and held up a hand.

"This is a restricted area, sir," he said in a squeaky voice. "Please return to the passenger area."

"I am Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist of the Ninth Fleet, and this is my Assistant, Kinnit. I'd like permission to enter the bridge and help, if I can."

The poor ensign looked trapped and unsure what to do.

"You should go ask the Captain," Grimthorn suggested.

"But I'm not allowed on the bridge," he said. "Especially not in an emergency."

"The door's open," Kinnit pointed out. "Maybe you can just talk to the Captain from here?"

With round, panicked eyes, the ensign nodded. He turned and yelled through the open doorway.

"Captain Prower! There's an Admiral here to see you!"

A stern-looking lady in her forties paused her yelling, and looked at the unfortunate ensign.

"What are you talking about, Carl?" she barked.

Grimthorn stepped up to the door and saluted.

"Admiral Stonefist of the Ninth Fleet. Do you need any assistance?"

Captain Prower glared at him for a long moment, then nodded curtly.

"Join me on the bridge, Admiral. We could use some military advice."

Admiral Stonefist and Kinnit entered the bridge and joined the Captain on the dais.

"How did you know something was going on?" she asked as he entered.

"I felt the engines cycling up to full power. That only happens during drills and emergencies."

She snorted.

"Impossible. These dampers are galaxy-class, the finest and most powerful anywhere in the Imperium."

"You're right," he said. "I just picked this exact moment to suddenly take a tour of the bridge." Captain Prower's mouth twisted. "But we can talk about that later. What's the situation?"

"The spinward jumphole suddenly started emitting fighters," she said. "Hundreds. I don't know what they are, but they don't look friendly, and they're not responding to comms. We're trying to get to the far side of the planet from them."

"Where are your scans?" he asked. She pointed him to a large display on one side of the dais. Kinnit looked at the data, trying to parse it from a much smaller screen than she was used to, watching the fighters boiling out of the jumphole.

"Those energy signatures," Kinnit said. "Those are Vylar fighters."

Admiral Stonefist swore.

"And I'll bet the pilots are insectoids," he said.

"What does that mean?" asked Captain Prower.

"Nothing good," Grimthorn said. "But I guarantee they're not here for the view of Mebrin."

"What can we do?"

"You won't be able to outrun them," he said. "Get in contact with the Ninth Fleet, get them hauling mass out here. Use my access code," he said, handing her his scanner.

Captain Prower nodded to her communications officer, who turned back to his console.

At that moment, the blunt nose of a heavy cruiser emerged from the jumphole. The mood on the bridge grew somber, and the crew rattled to a halt, watching the cruiser arrive, bristling with weapons.

"Alright, people, don't stop now," Admiral Stonefist called. "Let's keep focused on our duties." He turned to Captain Prower. "Is the Ophir outfitted with any weapons?"

"Just the microlasers for zapping space dust and micrometeorites," she said. "Nothing that would scratch that beast." Her brows drew down as he made a face. "We're a civilian vessel, Admiral."

"Very well. Warm them up. They probably won't do much to the fighters, either, but it might keep them busy. What else? Shields? What kinds of shielding do you have?"

"We have Xyntic Class 8 shields."

Admiral Stonefist paused and raised his eyebrows.

"That's... very good. For a civilian vessel. Get those up and keep them powered. That will slow down the fighters, at least."

"What about the heavy cruiser?"

"Oh, nothing you have will stop the blasters on that thing. The good news is that that's an Oryndrax ship, so they're short range blasters, and probably only half of them even work. They'll have to get right on top of us to use them."

"Can we outrun them?" Captain Prower asked.

"What engines do you have on this thing?"

"We have 8 full reactors and two emergency half-reactors driving eighteen Zephyr Micro engines."

Grimthorn frowned.

"Can you get the base specs for the ship? Mass distribution?"

Captain Prower pulled up stats on her dais monitor. Admiral Stonefist frowned at the data.

Kinnit felt out of place on the bridge in her ballgown, but she spoke up after scanning the data.

"Sir, the Ophir won't be able to outrun a heavy cruiser."

Grimthorn shook his head.

"We wouldn't need to outrun them for long. Just until the Ninth Fleet arrives."

"Captain!" the comms officer called. "We can't get a message through! The cruiser... I think it's jamming us!"


THIRTY-TWO
DANCING WITH THE HEAVY CRUISER


Admiral Stonefist's mouth was a tight, pinched line.

"All right. Cycle engines up to two-thirds, bring the dampeners online. How much can you overload your supercapacitors?"

Captain Prower raised an eyebrow.

"Overload?"

"You know, beyond spec."

Captain Prower's eyebrows drew down.

"We operate within safe ranges, with a reasonable buffer."

Admiral Stonefist raised an eyebrow.

"That cruiser has over two hundred blasters. Do you think they'll operate within your spec?"

"Gently, sir," Kinnit said. "They're civilians. They're not used to... unusual circumstances."

"I can manage without your input, Assistant," Captain Prower said. "I only meant that we haven't ever run our equipment beyond spec, so I don't know."

Kinnit's expression stiffened.

"How fast can your supercapacitors charge up?" Admiral Stonefist asked.

"We charge them slowly, to save wear and tear--"

"Okay, dump power into them hard. Thirty percent over spec is usually fine."

"Thirty?!" Prower squawked. "Won't that--"

Grimthorn pointed at the screen which showed the heavy cruiser closing in. Prower swallowed heavily.

"Power to the supercapacitors," Prower said to her lieutenant. "As the Admiral has said." She turned to Grimthorn. "Do you have a plan, Admiral?"

"I rarely have a plan," Grimthorn said. "Plans lock you into a mode of thinking. Combat is too fluid, too fast for you to be able to afford to get stuck in a way of thinking."

"I think she just wants to know what's next, sir," Kinnit said. Prower frowned, but said nothing.

"Fair enough. We'll stay in orbit, but get high. Just barely within the grip of gravity. And prepare for emergency maneuvers. And you should probably tell the passengers to get into their quarters and strap in tight." He thought for a moment. "Very tight."

Prower's lips tightened, but she passed along the orders. The cruiser closed the distance, but the fighters held back.

"Hmm. No fighter attack yet," Grimthorn said. "They must be preparing to board us if the heavy cruiser can't knock us out. They'll save their fighters if they don't need them."

"I wonder if that means they're already running low on Vylar fighters?" Kinnit asked. "Maybe we've attritioned enough of their equipment that they need to be cautious?"

"That's a good thought, Kinnit, but not for right now."

She nodded.

"Heavy cruiser's nearly in firing range, sir," Kinnit said.

"Okay, Captain, we'll let the cruiser hit us a few times, then I want you to dive for the surface as hard as you can."

"I don't understand how this is going to help us, Admiral."

"That cruiser's fast, but not powerful, if that makes sense. I'm hoping they'll chase us down and get caught in the gravity well of the planet deep enough that they can't power out."

Captain Prower looked dubious, but nodded.

"Bring the speed up another 10%. Let them think we're running full out, now."

The Ophir sped up. The heavy cruiser closed in fast, now 50 miles out, now 40, then 30.

Their blasters opened up at 20 miles. Thumping crackles sounded through the ship as the heavy energy slugs slammed into the shields.

"These are good shields," Admiral Stonefist noted, nodding appreciatively as the thumping picked up in pace. "I might talk to CenCom about looking into these Xyntic shields."

"Yes, sir," Kinnit said, making a note in her scanner.

Captain Prower looked like she was about to throw up.

"How long can the shields hold?" she asked.

"Against this?" Admiral Stonefist said. "All day, if we need to. The cruiser's just getting us dialed in. When they get within ten miles, they'll really open up."

Captain Prower paled further.

"Are we ready to dive, Captain? We'll want to get within 400 miles of the surface."

"400 miles?! Are you crazy? We'll never be able to pull out of that!"

Grimthorn tapped the side of his nose.

"That's where your inertial dampers come in. I've been reviewing the specs on them. When we're ready to stop, dump every erg of energy on the ship into them. Supercapacitors and all. That much damping won't just keep the passengers safe, but it'll slow the whole ship down. It should shed enough speed that the engines can take us out again."

Captain Prower looked aghast.

"That's a wretched plan!" she shrieked.

"It's a wretched idea, not a plan," Grimthorn said. "We might have to change it on the fly."

"I'm not doing any of that!"

"Okay. Then we'll get shot to pieces by that heavy cruiser back there."

At that point the Oryndrax cruiser closed to within ten miles. True to what Admiral Stonefist had said, the cruiser opened up with hundreds of heavy blasters. The thumping crackles grew louder, coming faster, nearly deafening now that the blasters could unleash their full energy against the Ophir.

"I figure it will take about 15 minutes for them to get a hull breach," Grimthorn yelled over the noise. "These really are very good shields."

"There are no good options," Kinnit yelled to Captain Prower. "Only bad ones and worse ones!"

Grimthorn gave Kinnit a proud smile. Captain Prower's face paled.

"Very well!" she shouted back. "Dive! Dive! Dive! Full power!"

The Ophir tipped toward the surface, and her engines flared, driving the graceful vessel toward the planet's surface.

The sudden burst of speed, boosted by the draw of the gravity well, caught the heavy cruiser off guard. The Ophir pulled away quickly, leaving the cruiser's firing range. The noise in the ship quieted as the cruiser could no longer hit them.

Captain Prower did not relax at all, watching the altimeter. It indicated their distance from the surface of the planet, and the numbers dwindled with shocking speed.

"Prep those dampers," Grimthorn said. Prower nodded and adjusted some settings. She waited breathlessly, her hands hovering above the controls. The numbers on the altimeter continued to implode.

"On my mark," Admiral Stonefist said, "cut engines and dump dampers." Prower nodded. "3... 2... 1... now!"

The galaxy-class dampers on the Ophir surged, swallowing more power than they had ever been designed to handle. The tactic worked somewhat better than expected. With a horrible cracking sound that vibrated the entire ship, the Ophir came to a dead stop over the surface of Mebrin.

All the passengers and crew on the Ophir briefly got to experience dampening overload. Movement was nearly impossible. It felt as though one were cast in concrete. Even breathing was difficult; the air felt thick as honey, and eyes popped wide all over the ship as people struggled to breathe.

"Port!" Admiral Stonefist managed to squeeze out. His voice was drawn out and slow.

Then the dampers cut out.

"Strafe port!" Grimthorn repeated, now at normal speed. The nav officer jerked the control without waiting for confirmation from Captain Prower.

The Ophir surged to the left. With the dampers now at critically low power, the entire crew was slung hard into the right-hand wall of the bridge.

People scrambled back to their stations. The heavy cruiser surged through the spot where the Ophir had been. It plummeted toward Mebrin. The cruiser's engines fired wildly, trying to shed velocity, but it was too big and moving too fast into the gravity well of the planet. It hit the atmosphere at speed. Its shields flared briefly, then cut out. The massive cruiser splashed to pieces against the dense atmosphere, flaring into a fireball and falling in chunks into the ocean below.

"Engines! Get us up out of here!" yelled Prower. Gravity had begun to take hold of the Ophir again. The engines flared to life, and began to lift the cruise ship away from the deadly embrace of Mebrin. The dampers were coming back online, but everyone still felt the downward pressure as they rose.

"Comms are open again!" called the communications officer. His right arm hung at a strange angle. His shoulder had been dislocated after the dampers had failed.

"Send that distress to the Ninth!" yelled Prower. The comms officer complied as quickly as he could, using only his left hand.

Things on the bridge slowly calmed down as they stabilized the ship.

"Damage report," said the Captain.

"All supercapacitors are down. The overload and surge destroyed every one of them. Two of the reactors are offline. Engineering is working on them. It's not clear yet how long until they'll be back. Inertial dampers at 70% capacity. All other systems nominal."

Captain Prower nodded and turned to Admiral Stonefist. The adrenal crash was beginning to take hold of her.

"Was that your plan?" she asked.

"Idea, not plan. I didn't expect them to actually crash into the planet," Grimthorn said, staring at the video of the disintegrating cruiser. "That was well done, Captain Prower. As fine a maneuver as ever I've seen, even in the Navy." He saluted.

Captain Prower looked at him, ashen-faced and silent.

"Now Kinnit and I have to go," Admiral Stonefist said. "The Ninth is still going to take time to get here, and there are a lot of fighters. Keep a line of sight to the jumphole, and stay as close to atmosphere as you can. The fighters won't hold up well against that."

"Wh-where are you going?" she asked.

"Kinnit and I are going to set up some defenses. Would you be willing to let me take command of your security forces?"

"But we won," she said shakily.

"We're going to be boarded," he said gently. "The Ninth is forty minutes away at best, and with as many fighters as they have, they're going to get through the shields quickly. They won't be able to do much damage to the hull, but they will be able to board."

"How?"

"That's not important. Keep the shields up as long as you can. Barricade the bridge after we leave. Be prepared to destroy the controls if the bridge is breached."

"I... I will."

"All hail the Imperium," he said, saluting her.

"All hail," she repeated numbly.

And Admiral Stonefist and Kinnit left the bridge. The door sealed behind them with finality.
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The buzzing and crackling of hundreds of fighters firing at the shield resounded throughout the ship as Grimthorn strode quickly down the hallway.

"Did you learn to shoot rifle in the Academy, Kinnit?"

"I earned the Distinguished Marksman designation, sir."

Grimthorn chuckled.

"Of course you did. Now, if the bugs can't cut through the hull, where do you think they'll breach?"

"The Star Deck," she said sadly. "Once the shields are down, they'll crack the dome and land on the ballroom floor. They won't have to cut through the hull that way."

Grimthorn nodded.

"Exactly. The good news is, that gives us some clear routes to defend. What will they go for on the ship?"

"The bridge first."

"That's where you'd go. Think like a bug. What's your purpose?"

"To destroy the ship." She thought for a minute as they power-walked. "Engineering? If they're not worried about their own casualties, they could get in and overload the reactor."

"That's my guess, too. Are you ready to defend Engineering?"

"With my life, sir!"

"Well said."

They arrived at the security station and paneled open the door. A mixed crew of security personnel stood around in various stages of preparation.

"Are you Admiral Stonefist?" one of them asked.

"That's me. And this is my Assistant, Kinnit."

"Captain Prower told us to expect you, and briefed us on the situation. We're ready to follow your orders." He held out a hand as Grimthorn saluted. Then he pulled back to salute as Admiral Stonefist held out his hand. They chuckled and finally managed to connect a handshake.

"How many men do you have, and what equipment?" Grimthorn asked.

"We have thirty men, all equipped with Phoenix VR-7 blaster rifles and Karter pistols as sidearms."

"Any explosives? Grenades, mines, anything like that?"

"No. We're not equipped for a military siege."

"Understandable. Have you done any tactical movement training?"

"No, sir. We're mostly used to handling drunks and petty theft."

Grimthorn nodded.

"That's fine. What do you have in terms of surveillance? Cameras?"

The security man handed Grimthorn and Kinnit a pair of wristbands.

"We have these A/V units. You can tie into any camera on the ship with this. They have communicators. There's a map, as well."

"Perfect, this will be a huge help. Let's all suit up and get ready to head out. Kinnit and I will need weapons as well. And could one of you find a suitable outfit for my Assistant? Her dress was not selected with an eye for combat-readiness."

Kinnit blushed, thankful that he'd thought of her.
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Kinnit went into a locker room to change as the rest of the security staff finished getting ready. She disrobed and carefully hung the beautiful dress in a borrowed locker, straightening it as best she could. It took some careful tucking to fit it all in. She removed her sandals and set them on the floor of the locker, and took the dangles off the tips of her horns, carefully placing them on the shelf. With a small, sad sigh and a last wistful gaze, she closed the locker door.

She hoped she would be able to come back for it all soon.

She dressed in the drab brown uniform of Ophir security. The uniform was new and stiff, and smelled of the harsh cleaner it was last washed in. She wrapped the belt around her, making sure the holster was clear.

She picked the pistol up off the bench and holstered it, then lifted the Phoenix rifle. She checked the charge, safety, and action. She wished they had some magnesium slugs to load in with the blasters, but they would make do with what they had.

She squared her shoulders, took a deep breath, and walked back out to join Grimthorn.


THIRTY-THREE
THE STAR DECK


Admiral Stonefist and Kinnit marched down the hallway in lockstep, heading for the Star Deck. The security crew scrambled along behind, a motley clattering of footfalls and arrhythmia that annoyed Grimthorn more than he'd thought it would.

Kinnit, sensing his tension, laid a hand on his arm.

"They're civilians, sir. They've never trained for marching."

He nodded, his mouth in a set line.

"That means they'll be unpredictable. Who knows how many will even stand their ground, when the time comes?"

"The military didn't make you courageous, sir. They'll have courage or cowardice on their own."

He set his jaw as though he were going to argue with her, but sighed instead.

"'The Navy didn't make the Imperium, the Imperium made the Navy.' You've studied your philosophers."

She didn't reply, but a small, self-satisfied smile crept into her face, and she marched with a little extra bounce in her step.

They arrived at the entrance to the star deck. The crackling and thudding of the Oryndrax attack was a constant background static now, forcing Grimthorn to raise his voice to be heard.

"We're going to defend Engineering," he said. "That's the checkmate move for the bugs. If they can get to the reactor, it's game over for us. Nothing, and I mean nothing else matters more than defending Engineering. Understood?"

A disjointed round of "yes, sir"s came back in reply. Grimthorn nodded. They weren't military, but they were what he had. He'd make it work.

He had to.

He paneled open the door, and the sound of the attack spiked. As the small force slowly spilled out onto the Star Deck, the magnitude of the attack became clear to the security forces for the first time.

The dome protecting the star deck was completely white, occluded by pale Vylar fighters. They swarmed the Ophir in layers, making continuous strafing runs on the shields. The shields crackled whenever a fighter's blaster hit it, and thudded when one of the fighters misjudged a strafing run and slammed into it.

The Oryndrax were at least as dangerous to each other as they were to the Ophir. As the horrified civilian security watched, the Vylar fighters blasted at the Ophir with no regard for the safety of their fellows, sometimes deliberately shooting down one of their own comrades if they got in the way of a good shot.

"Focus, people," Grimthorn barked. "We're coming into the Star Deck at Exit A right now. We'll be heading for Exit C. That's the fastest way to engineering. Let's move. Kinnit, you bring up the rear. Let's not have any stragglers."

The group jogged across the Star Deck in a disorganized cluster, tripping on each other, stepping on each other's heels.

"Spread out!" Grimthorn called. "Leave each other room to move--"

The crackling and thudding quieted suddenly. Every eye swiveled to the dome overhead.

The shields had failed.

"Okay, move!" Grimthorn shouted. "Steady but speedy. It'll take them a couple of minutes to shoot through that dome."

Much later, Grimthorn reflected bitterly that, despite having told Kinnit to think like a bug, he'd failed to think like a bug himself.

Instead of shooting at the dome, the Vylar fighters simply slammed into it, one after another, in an unending stream. The entire dome bounced and flexed like a giant bubble, and the sound of the exploding fighters reflected tremendously in the Star Deck. Swept with sudden terror, the Ophir crew broke and ran for Exit C.

Well, most of them did.

Three of them, the ones furthest in the rear, tried to run back the way they came.

"Wait!" Kinnit yelled. "Not that way!" She turned back to try and catch them, and the dome cracked wide open.

The dome had been assembled from curved hexes of pure crystal plexan, fitted together with laser-tight perfection. The engineers who'd designed the Ophir, to their considerable credit, had designed the dome with catastrophic failure in mind. When the dome failed, it failed across its entirety, all at once. It split apart, sending thousands of beautiful crystal hexagons spinning away into the swirling Vylar fighters. Since the whole dome failed simultaneously, the atmosphere on the Star Deck gushed gently into space, rather than forcibly squeezing the bodies of all the security forces through a pinhole leak.

The sudden wind of the dome failure buffeted the security force, sweeping a few off their feet. Three men were blown off the Star Deck completely and into the churning mass of fighters. One of them was one of the men Kinnit was chasing. He shrieked as he disappeared from view.

"No!" Kinnit cried.

The other two men made it back through Exit A. Kinnit followed them, struggling against the escaping atmosphere, trying to get to the exit before the air ran out entirely.

She didn't quite make it. The emergency shutters slammed down, trapping about half the security crew on the Star Deck, along with Kinnit and Admiral Stonefist.

The security uniforms had built-in emergency thinsuit helmet bubbles that deployed automatically in a vacuum. Kinnit squeaked in alarm as the clear plastic flapped out from a hidden panel behind the collar of her coat and wrapped around her head. A thin bubble inflated around her face and a trickle of air leaked in.

It took her a moment to realize what had happened, but relief flooded her as air filled her lungs.

She glanced at the shutters. Thankfully, they had small, rotating airlock capsules built in, similar to the ones in the Stone Pirate towship, so the crew wasn't trapped on the deck. It would take a while for all of them to get through, but they could quickly get back into the pressurized area.

She looked at Grimthorn to point out the airlocks, only to find that he was already cycling men through the Exit C airlock and into the interior of the ship.

With sudden horror, she realized he didn't have a thinsuit helmet on. He'd been too busy organizing the security men to get a security uniform for himself. He was still in his dress blues. And yet he was getting others to safety before getting back inside where he could breathe.

She ran over to him at top speed--the gravity was still working, at least--and fumbled at the tiny hose that connected the emergency air supply to her head bubble. She popped it free and held it to his mouth.

He nodded gratefully and took a small sip of air as he cycled another security man through. She tried to fit the tiny hose back into her helmet, but it flopped and flexed and wouldn't seat properly. She pulled off the thinsuit helmet and took a small breath from the air supply.

They traded sips of air from her hose as Grimthorn cycled the rest of the men into the ship safely until only the two of them were left. He gave her a warm smile and a thumbs up. She pointed to herself, then at the airlock, raising her eyebrows quizzically.

Grimthorn, his mouth pinched tightly shut, shook his head and pointed Kinnit back at Exit A. She nodded, understanding. They were going to need every shooter they could get, coward or not. She had to go find the security men who'd run away and bring them to Engineering.

She dashed back to Exit A. She leaned back into the man-shaped divot and reached up with her right hand for the handle that would cycle her into the ship. As she did so, she got to see the first fighter land.

The Vylar fighters did not have much in the way of interior space, but the Insectoids had crammed themselves in tightly around the pilot. As it landed, the hatch popped open and three tall, bug-like creatures crawled out.

She raised the rifle with her left hand and blasted one of the bugs to pieces with a pinpoint-precise shot. The other two turned toward her. They were blasted from the side by Admiral Stonefist, who was already in position to cycle through Exit C.

Admiral Stonefist and Kinnit nodded to each other and cycled through at the same time.
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"That's lesson one," Grimthorn said to the men around him. "If you're going to be caught in a vacuum, empty your lungs first."

The security men, in various stages of panic, gasped and heaved.

"Let's get moving," Grimthorn said, weaving through the men toward Engineering.

"We just need a minute, man!" one of them yelled.

"A minute is about how long it's going to take those bugs to figure out how to work that airlock." And he jogged away without looking back.

The security men looked at each other briefly, then followed him.
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Kinnit crept down the hall, glancing at her wrist monitor. She'd rolled back the video from the ship's cameras to see where the two security men had fled, but she was unfamiliar with the layout of the Ophir, and she was having some trouble figuring out where on the map each camera was pointing.

The halls were dim and quiet. She was back somewhere near the quarters--not the fancy suites that she and Grimthorn had gotten, but the regular cabins, stacked in rows down straight hallways.

She traced one of the men down, finally. He had collapsed from exertion and was huddled in a corner, his rifle hugged to his chest. He gibbered when he saw her, and leveled the rifle at her.

"Get away! I'm not going back out there!" he shrieked.

"Hey, hey, it's okay," she said in a soothing voice. "Nobody's going to make you go anywhere. I'm Kinnit. What's your name?"

"I'm F-Falen Horrel."

"I'm pleased to meet you, Falen. Can you point the rifle elsewhere, please?"

Falen's breathing sped up, the whites of his eyes clearly visible as panic took hold of him again.

"You--you brought those things here!"

"No, they're the Oryndrax. They just... show up where they're not wanted. But we'll be all right if we can keep them out of Engineering."

"I'll shoot you! I'll shoot you!"

Kinnit slowly backed away, her hands up. Clearly Falen Horrel was not in a fit state to help with defense at the moment.

"Okay, it's okay," she said, her voice as smooth and comforting as she could make it. "I'm leaving now, Falen."

She backed up a few more steps, when the man's look of panic took on a different tone. She heard a quiet chittering sound behind her and dropped to the floor just as Falen opened fire.

She twisted around and brought up her rifle.

The Oryndrax Insectoid stood nearly seven feet tall. It had deep brown, almost black chitin covering its whole body. Beady black eyes ran the length of its head, and its long, slender antennae twitched as it sampled the air. Kinnit shuddered in revulsion. Its arms were slim and barbed, and held a lethal-looking rifle. It raised it at the panicking security man.

Falen continued spraying fire wildly down the hall. Kinnit popped two clean shots through the Oryndrax soldier's chest. The Insectoid crumpled to the floor, leaking steaming ichor. Kinnit rolled into the corner where the wall met the floor. Falen kept firing.

At long last, he ran out of ammo. Kinnit took a second to catch her breath. Then she stood and stormed over to Falen.

"Don't shoot at me!" she yelled. She snatched the empty rifle out of his hands and stormed away.

She felt bad about yelling at him, but she was too furious to apologize right now. Perhaps she'd been spending too much time around the Admiral.

Though, as she marched away, she was troubled by a thought. Why had an Insectoid shown up way back here in the quarters? Shouldn't they all be headed to Engineering?

Falen Horrel lay in the corner, quietly blubbering to himself.
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The main entrance to Engineering was at the end of a long, narrow hallway. Piles of furniture and old equipment made jumbled obstacles all down the hallway. Admiral Stonefist had directed the security men to set up those barricades to slow the bugs down.

They'd sealed all the doors behind them, but it would only be a matter of time before they cut their way through.

"Do you have an emergency reactor cooler?" Grimthorn asked one of the techs.

"Of course. Do you want us to go ahead and hook it into the reactor?"

"No. If the bugs get that far, we're already done. Let me see it."

The tech rolled out a heavy tank with a thick hose attached. The hose tapered to a thin nozzle that was designed to slot into a special port on the reactor, so it could flood the reactor chamber with high-pressure coolant in an emergency.

"Great, thanks. Cut that nozzle off for me."

"I'm sorry?"

"Cut the nozzle off. We're going to spray down the hallway. Walls and ceiling."

The tech stood there, dumbfounded. Grimthorn, annoyed by their slowness, was beginning to miss the military incompetence he was used to.

"The reactor coolant is super-slippery, right?" Grimthorn asked. The tech nodded dumbly. "Now, you've seen bugs, right? Regular bugs?" The tech nodded again. "And they climb walls." Recognition finally dawned on the tech's face. "We don't want that. It's hard enough just fighting them on the ground. So we'll spray the walls and ceiling with this stuff so they can't climb."

"Oh. But is that safe? I don't know if I'm supposed to cut the nozzle off."

Admiral Stonefist bit back a reply. He could almost hear Kinnit in the back of his mind, reminding him: "Civilians, sir."

With dwindling patience, he prepared for the bugs.


THIRTY-FOUR
GRAPPLING WITH THE INSECTOIDS


Kinnit poked her head into the break room, scanning the darkened area. A small movement alerted her to someone sitting at a table in the back.

"Sir?" she called out. It was hard to tell in the uncertain light, but she thought the figure might be cringing away from her. She stepped into the room and waved at the light panel, activating the overheads and flooding the room with harsh white light.

The other security man shrank back from the light. The light shone on his black hair and thick glasses. Kinnit stayed by the door.

"Hi!" she called. "My name's Kinnit. Are you... okay?"

"No," he said quietly.

"What's wrong?"

He barked a laugh, then looked down at the table.

"You know. You saw. I ran away. I'm a coward."

Kinnit carefully took a few steps closer.

"You reacted. It's okay. That doesn't make you a bad person."

He scoffed.

"It makes me a bad security man."

"You weren't prepared for... all that. Nobody was. What's your name?"

He cut his eyes away.

"Davenrue Mosport," he said finally. Kinnit took a few cautious steps closer.

"Well, Davenrue," she said. "If you like, you can come back with me to help defend Engineering."

He looked up at her with tear-washed eyes.

"I can't face them again," he said. "Not after I ran away like that."

Kinnit held out a hand as a gesture of peace.

"Nobody cares about that. Not now. Come with me. We can defend the ship."

Davenrue's mouth twisted. Then he nodded and took her hand, standing.

"Okay. Maybe, maybe I can make up for--"

"Shh," Kinnit said. "There's nothing to make up for. There's only the work in front of us."

He nodded and followed her out of the break room.

They froze as they entered the hall. In the middle of the broad hallway lurked a gleaming, dark Insectoid. It was built low and broad, with segmented armor plates across its back that draped down to the ground, similar to a pillbug.

When it saw them, it gave a clicking growl and pulled in, covering nearly its whole body with armor. A rifle barrel poked out of the gap in the armor.

Kinnit was still trying to get her rifle up when three blaster reports went off next to her, startling her badly. The Insectoid slowly unrolled, the rifle sliding out of its grip. She looked over at Davenrue, who was breathing heavily, his rifle smoking.

"Yeah," he said. "That's better than hiding."

"That was amazing shooting," Kinnit breathed. "You got him through that tiny gap before he could get a shot off."

Davenrue shrugged uncomfortably.

"I got lucky," he said. "We caught him by surprise."

"He caught us by surprise, too," Kinnit responded. But in deference to his evident discomfort, she didn't press the subject further. "Come on. Let's get over to Engineering."

He nodded.

They had to loop around back toward the quarters to get to Engineering without going through the Star Deck. Kinnit hoped Falen had gone away, or that Davenrue could talk some sense into him.

But when they drew near the quarters, Kinnit began hearing a nasty dry, skittering sound. She held a finger to her lips and crept forward.

She peeked around the corner to the cabins and immediately pulled back with a small squeak.

The hallway was full of bugs. Nearly twenty Insectoids scuttled around. They were a variety of subspecies. Some were long and jointed, like centipedes. Others were tall but oval, like roaches. Still others looked like a mixed bag of random bug parts glued together willy-nilly.

The corner where Falen had been curled up was empty. Kinnit hoped desperately that he'd gotten away.

"What are they doing here?" Davenrue whispered. "I thought they were supposed to be in Engineering!"

"I don't know," she said. "This isn't the main force, though. Maybe they got lost?"

A horrific screeching sound echoed down the hallway, setting their teeth on edge. Kinnit peeked around to see a few of the bugs tearing at one of the doors. They were shredding at the door with the barbs on their arms. Deep scratches covered the door already, and Kinnit could hear terrified sobs drifting out from the room.

"They're trying to get into the berths! We have to stop them!" Kinnit whispered.

"We're outnumbered pretty badly," Davenrue said.

"We have the advantage of surprise. And we can't just let them get to the passengers!"

Davenrue clenched his teeth and nodded.

"I'll start shooting," he said. "You cross the hall and shoot at them from that side."

She nodded and readied her rifle. Davenrue signaled and she darted across, crouching behind the other corner as he opened fire.

The Insectoids were caught completely by surprise. Davenrue's firing was quick and precise. Kinnit poked around her corner and started firing as well. Even though Kinnit had to shoot left-handed, they gunned down eight of the Oryndrax before the Insectoids could react.

The bugs skittered further back, around the corner. Kinnit and Davenrue stepped out and advanced down the hallway.

The hall turned left, a blind 90-degree corner. Undoubtedly the Insectoids were waiting for them to come around the corner to open fire.

Kinnit thought about things for a second. Maybe it was time for her to practice something that had gotten her in all kinds of trouble in the academy.

Kinnit pulled Davenrue back and whispered her plan to him. He nodded. She took off her shoes, freeing her toe-claws. She flexed them a few times. Experimentally, she hopped up, dug her claws into the wall in front of her, and leapt off. She left nasty gouges in the nice paneling, but was able to launch herself across the hallway. She caught herself on the far wall, then gently dropped to the ground.

Davenrue gave her a silent thumbs-up. She nodded.

Kinnit backed up a few steps, took a brief running start, jumped up on the wall, then launched herself at the turn in the hallway.

Kinnit flew across the open hallway six feet above ground, startling the bugs, who'd expected to see someone peeking carefully around the corner. She managed to get three shots off before hitting the far wall. She dug her toes in and launched back, getting another two shots in before she disappeared behind the corner again.

While the Insectoids swung their guns up to bear on Kinnit, Davenrue leaned around the corner and began squeezing off rounds. The Insectoids chittered and screamed as the pair's blaster fire lanced into them.

Kinnit's flight took her back behind the safety of the corner and she landed adroitly. She spun and raised her rifle in case any bugs followed her.

"Did you get any?" Davenrue asked.

"Two, I think," she said. "You?"

"Three at least." He thought for a moment. "Unless I shot some of the same ones you did."

"Let's fall back to the cross-hallway. I don't think that'll work again."

"Probably not."

They moved back and took up positions at the original crossway, stepping around the corpses of the Insectoids they'd gunned down. They focused their aim on the corner the Oryndrax were hiding behind.

"Now what?" Davenrue asked.

"I don't know. It's a standoff, I guess. We have to get through them to get to Engineering, though. Unless we want to try to get through the Star Deck."

Davenrue shuddered.

"I'm good."

They watched the corner for a moment in silence.

With a screech, the Insectoids unexpectedly surged around the corner, firing and charging at the pair. Despite being startled, it took Kinnit and Davenrue only a moment to return fire.

It was a suicidal rush. The bugs were fast, but the hallway was long, and Kinnit and Davenrue were both skilled marksmen.

The Insectoids stopped shooting halfway down the hall, choosing instead to rush the pair en masse. Strangely, they all seemed to be angling for Kinnit.

By the time they reached the crossway, only three were left standing, and two of them were missing limbs. That didn't slow them down; they tackled Kinnit, grabbing at her rifle, her legs, and her arms.

They were too close to her and wrestling around too much for Davenrue to feel comfortable trying to shoot them off her, so he jumped into the fray with a flying tackle, pulling one of the Insectoids away. After a brief tussle, he managed to tear a few of the thing's thin legs off, leaving the Insectoid crawling away on one limb.

He turned back to the main scuffle. Kinnit was screaming in revulsion as their crisp, hairy bodies pinned her down. One held her legs while the other laid over her and grappled for her rifle.

The one on her was a roach-like Insectoid. It leaned over and hissed in her face, speaking a form of Standard.

"BUG HATE LIZARD!" it hissed.

Kinnit's eyes lit with fury. She managed to kick the assailant off her legs. She let go of her rifle. The Insectoid pulling at it fell backwards in surprise. She pulled her pistol out of her holster.

BLAM. BLAMBLAMBLAM.

She heaved, standing over the remains of her enemies. One was missing its head, the other was leaking from multiple holes.

"I am not a lizard!" she screamed.

She and Davenrue sat, catching their breath for a minute. Kinnit shuddered as she tried desperately to forget the feel of the bugs on her.

They were just starting to regain their equilibrium when Kinnit caught a sound approaching. A familiar rustling, skittering, chittering sound.

Kinnit and Davenrue grabbed up their weapons just in time to see the wave of bugs surging down the hallway at them. A wave of hundreds of Insectoids broke over them, pulling their weapons away and pinning them under the weight of a mountain of bodies.

Like the Clamber, only made of horror.

Kinnit emptied her lungs in a high-pitched shriek of pure terror.
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Admiral Stonefist hunkered down behind an overturned office desk, his rifle ready. The security men around him sweated and waited, pointing their guns down the empty hallway.

The minutes ticked by. They could hear the bugs scuttling around in the distance, gathering their numbers as the fighters dropped more and more of them off.

At last, the chittering, growling sounds grew in volume. A wave of hundreds of bugs crashed around the corner. The ones on the walls and ceilings slipped free as they hit the areas that had been coated with reactor coolant. They crashed down on their brethren below.

The Terrans opened fire, their blinding bright blaster beams cutting through the masses of bug bodies. But more piled in from behind, surging over the bodies.

The Oryndrax were armed, but very little return fire came back at the Terrans. The bugs seemed determined to overwhelm them with direct physical contact.

As untrained as the security men were, they made a decent showing. The bugs were cut apart in bulk, but the bugs behind them kept coming. And coming. And coming.

"Fall back!" Grimthorn yelled as the bugs continued to advance. The men clumsily displaced, moving back to barricades closer to the entrance to Engineering. One of them tripped, falling backward. The bugs swarmed over him, tearing at his flesh. His screams were swiftly silenced.

It was impossible to say how long the attack lasted. Sometimes the front would surge back toward the Terrans, forcing them to fall back. Sometimes the Terrans would push the bugs back, nearly to the turn in the hallway. And always, always, the sickening crunch of bodies being crushed beneath the feet of Terrans, beneath the weight of other bugs.

After some time, the bugs finally thinned out, and stopped coming. The men sagged with exhaustion, some weeping, a few vomiting.

Their losses had been minimal. Two men had failed to fall back quickly enough during the advances and had been snatched away. One had leapt up without warning, probably to advance, and was accidentally shot in the back by one of his comrades. But overall, it had been a profoundly successful defense. Piles of dead bugs littered the hallway, leaking their slippery fluids all over the floor.

"We did it," one of the men said. "We survived."

Grimthorn frowned.

"We survived the first wave," he said. "They'll be back. Again and again. That's how they attack."

The man's face crumpled in despair.

"We're dead, then," he said. "We can't stand up against that!"

"Maybe. We don't have to beat them, we just have to hold off until the cavalry gets here."

Grimthorn's scanner crackled, and he grinned.

"Speak of the devil." He held the scanner to his ear. "Swordheart. Good of you to finally arrive."

The men couldn't hear the other end of the conversation, but they could hear Grimthorn's side.

"Yes, all fighters are fair game. Careful, the Ophir's in the middle of this mess. Yes, down to the last fighter. Board as soon as you can. I want a contingent of Marines in here with their biggest bug-stomping boots on. Very good. Admiral Stonefist out."

He smiled broadly at the assembled men.

"Good news, everyone. The Ninth Fleet has just arrived. It's only a matter of time until the exterminators show up to take care of our little bug problem."

A cheer went up.

"It may still take a little time, but we've just got to hold on until they're on board."

He settled in to wait for the next wave of bugs. He worried a little about Kinnit, of course, but she'd probably found a safe place to hole up with the other security men. He was confident she could take care of herself.

He smiled with grim satisfaction.

This was turning out better than he'd expected.


THIRTY-FIVE
LEAVING OPHIR


The bugs surged into the narrow hallway, clambering and skittering over each other, anxious to reach the Terrans guarding Engineering.

The Terrans, led by Admiral Stonefist, fell back. This second wave was more intense than the first. It didn't seem possible, but the bugs seemed even less careful than before. They flung their bodies into the blaster bolts the Terrans fired into their midst, as though every dead body were a victory, no matter which side they belonged to.

Unfortunately, their tactic seemed to be working. Ammunition was running low. The security men were picking their shots rather than spraying, and handing around extra magazines. They'd been pushed all the way back to the entrance of Engineering.

"This is the line!" Admiral Stonefist yelled. He fired into the mass of bugs. "They cannot get further than this! Hold!"

The desperate Terrans tried their best to comply. The unending surge of bugflesh continued to advance, pushing closer and closer to Engineering, bodies falling in droves. The piles of the dead slowed the bugs down as much as the blaster fire did. Admiral Stonefist gritted his teeth. He ran through his last magazine and drew his sidearm. He fired into the mass.

Then he heard the most beautiful sound of his life.

In the distance, he heard a faint "Ooh-rah!" and the mechanical hum of a rotary minigun spinning up.

A broad smile split Grimthorn's face. The hum became an angry, clanking buzz, and the bugs' advance faltered as they turned back toward the sound. The buzzing drew closer.

The bugs melted away from Engineering to face the threat to their rear. Suddenly the roaring buzz clarified, and a wall of bullets tore into the wave of bugs at 50 rounds per second. The minigun shredded the Insectoids. Many of them were simply vaporized, chips of chitin filling the air from the overwhelming destruction.

The security men cheered as Marines in heavy exosuits stomped around the corner, atomizing the last of the bugs.

The Marines were thick, heavily muscled, and carrying an outrageous amount of ordnance. The Marine in the lead wielded an Alaz minigun, spraying the bugs down thoroughly with fire and death. Following him were Marines carrying heavy blaster rifles, keeping his flanks and rear clear.

Once the bugs were cleared, Admiral Stonefist stood up tall and saluted the Marine in the lead.

"Admiral Stonefist, of the Ninth Fleet. Pleasure to have you on board."

The Marine lowered his minigun and saluted back.

"Sergeant Charr of the Third Division. Heard you were having trouble with an infestation."

"You know how it is. You forget to wash the dishes a couple of times, and suddenly you're up to your knees in roaches." Grimthorn looked at piles of dead insectoids filling the hall. "Mighty glad to see you and your men, Sergeant."

"Honor to be here, sir."

"What's the sitrep?"

"The fleet engaged the fighters. They've cleared a lot of them, but many escaped through a jumphole."

"Taking a fighter through jumpspace? With no buffers?" Grimthorn grimaced. "I think I'd rather get shot."

Sergeant Charr nodded.

"Captain Lanith sent some gunboats to chase them down."

"Good thinking. Every bug we shoot today is one less we'll have to shoot tomorrow."

"We've secured a landing zone on the Star Deck. Even if there are still a few bugs out there, they won't be boarding the Ophir. We're sweeping the ship, looking for stragglers. But so far, it looks like this was the main force."

"Very good. Watch for survivors, there are a lot of civilians on board. Keep me apprised. I'll wrap up here and catch a shuttle back to the Swordheart. I need a shower like I never have before. You fellows have fun with the bugs."

"Yes, sir." Sergeant Charr turned to his men. "Let's bust some more bugs!" The Marines marched away quickly, anxious not to miss out on any shooting.

Admiral Stonefist stayed just long enough to help direct medics and cleanup crews, then detached himself and went back to the Star Deck.

The Marine engineers had already turned the Star Deck into a landing bay. Quick-set spacecrete had been formed in a rough but airtight box on the Star Deck so that it was usable without thinsuits. It was dark gray, with a rough surface, and the walls were only straight on average. It was as ugly as the dome had been beautiful.

Admiral Stonefist flagged down a shuttle pilot.

"Pilot! Is your shuttle available?"

"Pilot Dabrini, sir," she said, saluting. "Yes, sir. You looking for passage back to the Swordheart?"

"Yes. Have you seen my Assistant, Kinnit? She's a Kobold, about so tall?"

"No sir, no one of that description around here."

"Thank you, Pilot. I'll be back shortly."

He stepped away and saw Captain Prower, the civilian Captain of the Ophir.

"Captain," he said. "Good to see you made it out in one piece. Everything okay on the bridge?"

"As well as can be expected." Her tone was slightly icy. "I thank you for your assistance, Admiral. For saving us. But if it's all the same, I hope to never see you on my ship again."

"That's reasonable," he said. Prower spun and stalked away.

Grimthorn sighed. He pulled out his scanner and tried to contact Kinnit, but his scanner pulsed mindlessly. She didn't answer. He frowned.

Where had she gotten off to?

He wandered around the Star Deck for a minute, thinking. By chance, he clunked his wrist against one of the rough walls. He glanced down in surprise.

"That's right--the A/V wrist units the security men gave us." He popped it on and dialed around, getting familiar with the interface. He set it to view the Star Deck cameras and rolled back to the time they'd gotten separated. Then he let the footage play, watching her shoot the bug, then cycle through the airlock in Exit A.

He stood in an out-of-the-way place, watching the small screen on his wrist. He poked it from time to time, switching cameras to keep up with her movement.

He watched for long minutes, his face growing darker. He started unconsciously moving toward Exit A. Then he stopped and stood stock still. A look of horror crept over his face. He turned and bolted for the shuttle.

"Get me onboard the Swordheart, ASAP!" he yelled. He pulled out his scanner and yelled into it. "Get me Captain Lanith on the horn immediately! We have to stop those gunboats!"
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Kinnit woke slowly. Everything was black, and everything hurt. She couldn't move. Her wrists and ankles were tightly bound, and she was folded up in some kind of tight space, lying on her side. Steel bars pressed into her knees and back, keeping her cramped in an odd pose.

Her head was covered with some kind of cloth sack, blocking out all light. It stank of bug. She struggled not to throw up. The thought of having a bag full of vomit tied around her head did not help her get control of her stomach. She closed her eyes and breathed slowly through her mouth, slowly regaining uncertain control.

She tried not to move, tried not to give away that she'd woken up. She could hear the high whine of a small engine--probably a fighter--and the quiet chittering of an Insectoid.

As her head began to clear and the urgent clenching of her stomach subsided, she tried to think through the situation.

Clearly, she'd been captured by the Oryndrax. The sound of the engine was that of a Vylar fighter--she'd probably been crammed in the tiny storage space of the fighter.

Where would they be taking her? Fighters were short-range. There was nowhere in the Mebrin sector they could hope to get to that would be safe once the Ninth Fleet showed up.

Which meant they had to be headed for a jumphole.

She clenched her teeth.

Fighters weren't made to travel the jumpholes. They could do it; jumpholes were just holes in the spacetime continuum, after all. But the trip was liable to be rough. Jumpspace was bad enough on board a big ship with jumpspace buffers, inertial dampers, and all the creature comforts that modern science could provide. Fighters had approximately none of that.

She tried to cling to the hope that they'd already completed the jump while she was unconscious. But she knew that was foolish optimism.

They flew on for an indeterminate amount of time. Her body ached abominably, and the tight position she was crammed into made her muscles cramp violently. Sweat poured off her face, soaking the bag. She was beginning to wish that the fighter would come apart, just so she could stretch out for one glorious moment before her lungs popped.

Then they tipped into the jumphole.

If she'd had the mental bandwidth to think about it earlier, she'd have assumed that traveling jumpspace without sight would have been slightly better. But it wasn't. The dimensions she was used to turned inside out. Time vanished. The pain that wracked her body distorted. How could her knees hurt when the concept of knees, or body, or pain didn't exist? When the very concept of things being connected or contiguous was incomprehensible; when space and distance themselves were meaningless? She was as big as a galaxy, small as a quark, and every perception and thought was inverted, spindled, and wrong.

Her sole comfort was the frantic chittering from her Insectoid pilot. The Oryndrax didn't seem to like jumpspace any more than she did.

She would have screamed, if it were something that could even be done in jumpspace.

When they finally emerged from jumpspace, she was sobbing. She didn't even care if the bug knew she was awake.

The fighter carried on flying for another twenty minutes. She moaned in pain, no longer able to contain herself. There was another torturous trip through jumpspace, and then the clanking sounds of the fighter docking on a larger ship.

A hiss, some chittering from multiple individuals, and then she was blessedly pulled out of the fighter. Still bound, she was dumped unceremoniously on a steel deck. She writhed as her stiffened joints unwound. Pain had wracked her when she was held still, and more pain wracked her now that she could move.

Why were bodies like that?

More chittering, then she was dragged away.

There was confusion for a while about what was going on. There was another jumphole, but much more tolerable now that they were on a larger ship. She was transferred to a shuttle, then onto another ship, then through two more jumphole traversals.

The whole time she fought with her stomach to keep from wearing her last meal. The bag over her head still reeked of bug, wherever she was.

At last she seemed to have arrived at her destination. She was left in a room alone for a while, then she heard footsteps. Not the skittering of bugs, but the solid, slow footfalls of a heavy man.

"Finally," said a voice she didn't recognize. "The source of all our troubles." A heavy foot crashed into her midsection, driving a cry out of her. She gasped, trying to get her breath back. "Now instead of being trouble, you will have trouble. I'll go get your room ready."

The footsteps faded away while Kinnit tried to get her breath back.

She tried to calm herself, to think through her situation, but she was shot through with terror. She struggled to regain tenuous control of her thoughts as she lay on the floor, bound and blind. She reached out with her senses for any comfort she could find.

The floor was slightly softer here--instead of bare steel, it felt like industrial carpet. That was one nice thing. And despite the circumstances, she still found the thrumming of the ship's engines comforting, the familiar vibration that ran through every surface.

In fact, it was a little too comforting.

The carpet, the specific frequency of the engine... she recognized them.

She was on an Imperial ship.

Her stomach flip-flopped with elation and terror. She wasn't trapped on an Oryndrax vessel, but she was in the hands of a perpetrator of the filthiest crime she could imagine: military treason against the Imperium.

She struggled against her bonds, fury rising in her. Whoever was working with the bugs had her at their mercy. And that thought was worse than everything that had happened so far.

The footsteps returned.

"Your room is ready," the voice said, mockingly. "You could have coasted. You could have left things alone. You could have just let your stupid Admiral keep floundering, but no. You wanted to be so... thorough."

Her tail was grabbed roughly and she was dragged to another room.

She heard the door slide shut, then her hood was roughly yanked off. She flinched from the light. A carelessly wielded knife sawed through her bonds.

Once her eyes had adjusted a little, she looked up into the fierce eyes of a man she didn't recognize. The knife was still in his hand, and his gaze was calculating, hateful. As though he was considering how much he could get away with.

Shaking his head, he closed up the knife and shoved her into a tiny gap between two storage areas. She heard the high buzz of a power screwdriver sealing the panel shut behind her.

All she could do was lie on the floor and weep.


THIRTY-SIX
GAPS


Grimthorn stormed back and forth in his office. There were things he needed to do, but he had too much furious energy to sit still long enough to do them.

One of the nice things about being a legendary Admiral is that you could yell at everybody, and instead of yelling back, they just did what you said. Mostly. Which was why they'd already depleted half the probes in the Ninth Fleet, and why the fleet was split into a bunch of squads, jumping from system to system, hunting for energy signatures.

They were hunting for Vylar energy signatures. The bugs had fled through every single wormhole in the Mebrin system, and split up in jump clusters beyond that, and again beyond that. Several led to sectors that had Oryndrax energy signatures. Those were being followed up closely, but Grimthorn suspected those were false trails. A few fighters had been found, too damaged to travel further, but there was no good lead of where Kinnit had been taken.

Again, somebody was doing the thinking for the bugs; this kind of misdirection was all far too advanced for the Oryndrax.

He paced back and forth, furious with the bugs, furious with the fleet, furious with himself. He'd been so smug when they'd fended off the invasion. He ground his teeth. And now Kinnit was taken, hidden somewhere among the stars. How could he hope to find one little Kobold out there in all that vastness?

There was a lot of space out in space.

He didn't even have the catharsis of sweeping all the stuff off his desk in a fit of fury; Kinnit kept it too clean for that now.

His scanner beeped, and he fumbled it out of his pocket.

"Admiral Stonefist, sir, there's an encrypted comm for you."

"Very good, patch it through." Finally, maybe some good news from the search.

There was a brief delay while the encrypted channel connected.

"Admiral Stonefist here. What news from the search?"

"Well, well, well. Admiral Stonefist, finally."

Grimthorn's jaw stiffened. The voice that came through his scanner was heavy with distortion. It was too darkly greasy, too informal, and above all, far too self-satisfied to be an official call.

Grimthorn punched in a combination on his scanner that would notify the Infographers on board to trace back the source of his call.

"Who is this?" he asked.

"Call me... a concerned citizen. Someone who's focused on the future of the Imperium."

"What do you want?"

"I want the same thing every good Imperial citizen wants. I want what's best for the Imperium."

Admiral Stonefist maintained a grim silence.

"You're as reticent as your reputation had led me to believe. I'll get to the point. You, Admiral, seem to have misplaced your Assistant."

The voice paused, possibly waiting for Grimthorn to start fuming, or ranting, or making empty threats.

Grimthorn remained silent.

"I hope you know, you're a very disappointing playmate," the voice said finally. "Very well. You've been a thorn in our side, Admiral, true to your name. Your Assistant doubly so. Both of you are making it very difficult to achieve our plans. So we're separating you two for the foreseeable future."

"Is she alive?" Grimthorn asked.

"Your Assistant is safe, and will remain so as long as you follow instructions. You do know how to follow instructions, yes?"

Grimthorn paused for a long time before he spoke again.

"What are your instructions?" he said.

"See? That's not so hard. It's very simple. You will move the Ninth Fleet to the Trao system and stay there. You don't have to do anything, just... stop interfering. Oh, and don't respond to anything Oryndrax-related."

"Anything else?"

"Naturally, you will not tell anyone of our conversation. And there may be some messages we want you to send to CenCom."

"Anything else?"

"No, that's sufficient for now. I must say, I'm very pleased with how well you're following instructions."

"Oh, I'm not going to follow them. I just want to know what they are so I can kick them so far up your backside that you'll vomit them for a month, along with what's left of your spine."

Grimthorn was able to take a small measure of satisfaction at the hiss of outrage, audible even through the distortion.

"Do you understand that I can torture and kill your Assistant at any point?"

"Do what you will with my Assistant. Your treason has already marked you as a dead man. Give yourself up, and your execution may be merciful."

"Very well, Admiral," the dark voice snarled. "Since you like playing silly games, play this game: 'Where in the galaxy is my Assistant's body?' You don't have her and we both know she's the brains of your pair. You could have simply ridden this out to an early retirement, but now you'll be destroyed. As will your Assistant."

"Fools talk about what they're going to do. Men just do."

The line went dead.

Admiral Stonefist dropped his scanner on his desk with a clatter, and sat in his chair, trembling, his head sinking into his hands.
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Sehren Senn stormed around his apartment furiously. Even in defeat, the man was insufferable! Senn snarled. He wanted to hear Admiral Stonefist grovel, wanted to hear him beg, wanted to hear him break.

He'd hoped there was enough humanity left in the Admiral to care what happened to his Assistant, but that had been an overly optimistic desire.

Well, no matter. Without his Assistant, the Admiral would fall back into his old patterns and foolishness. He would once again be led by his anger, and an angry man was easy to direct.

An angry man was easy to destroy.
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Kinnit woke, wincing. Every part of her body hurt. The area she was in was dark and quiet.

She tried to sit up, but her horns clonked on the ceiling. She rubbed her head. She crawled around, feeling out the boundaries of her cell.

It was an irregularly shaped space about five feet deep, twelve feet long, and only about three feet tall. She found the panel that had been sealed behind her. She spent some time kicking at it as hard as she could, but all she managed to do was hurt her legs and feet. It was solid steel, screwed firmly in place.

There were a few sound-absorbing panels stacked in there as well, but they were crumbly and old. Clearly they'd been stored there for a very long time.

She lay in the darkness, thinking for a moment. Grimthorn would be looking for her. But there had been so much jumping and changing of ships that it was unlikely they'd be able to find her soon.

Whoever had abducted her, if they were even a little bit smart, would know exactly who would be coming after them. And they'd cover their tracks accordingly.

Nobody was going to find her in time to save her.

"Princepa, salutara te ipsum," she muttered. "Princess, save yourself."

She lay in the dark, deep in thought.

She was on an Imperial Navy vessel. The weird little space she was in was common in Navy vessels, because of the way they were built.

Most common bays were prefabricated. Storage bays, for example, were commonly built in masses, rolling off assembly lines by the hundreds. There was nothing special the Navy needed from a storage bay that a cruise ship didn't; they could use the same modular structures for any ship. So they did.

But because each ship was a little different, because they had to fit within the overall shape of the vessel, the modules didn't always fit together flush. It left each ship riddled with these tiny, oddly-shaped little pockets and gaps. Paneling covered the gaps, and made the walls look nice. If you knew where the gaps were, though, you could store things in them. Or hide things.

Mostly contraband, in Kinnit's experience. Apparently you could also hide people.

She began crawling around her space again, feeling around, paying special attention to edges and corners.

These gaps were not designed to be sealed spaces. If she were lucky...

Her heart raced as she felt along the ceiling. Along the back, there was a tiny gap between the back wall and the ceiling, perhaps half an inch. This must be where the two modules didn't quite come together. Holding her breath, she felt along the gap, moving left. It widened slightly as she felt her way across.

She gasped as she reached the left wall. The gap between the ceiling and the left wall was the size of her fist.

It wouldn't have been easily visible to anybody who glanced in and decided to use it to store kidnappees.

With increasing excitement, she followed the gap toward the front of her area. The angled gap stopped there. It was nearly a foot wide where it met the front wall.

Maybe, maybe it would be just enough...

She lifted her head up and tried to fit it in the gap, but her horns got caught on the edge. Nearly whining with desperation, she shifted her body to a different angle and tried again.

Finally she found a way to fit her head in, horns and all. She had to lie on her stomach and arch her back in the low space, then keep her head tilted up. With careful wiggling, she was able to push herself further up into the gap, until she was up on her knees, her upper body squeezed into the tight space. She wriggled up higher until she was back on her feet.

It was too tight for comfort. She couldn't take a full breath, and she cursed every single Terran chocolate she'd ever eaten, but she fit. By pressing her knees against the wall in front of her and her tail and feet against the wall behind her, she could push up a little and lock herself in place. Inch by inch, she climbed up the gap.

She had no idea how far the gap went up. She didn't even know if there was an opening at the top. It could just dead-end. She had a horrifying vision of herself getting stuck in the tight space, but she pushed the thought away.

Shift, shift, push. Shift, shift, push.

Over and over again until her muscles screamed. But burning muscles were far better than the prison that lay below her.

It was impossible to know how long she shuffled upward in the gap, but at long last her head cleared the top of the module. There was a clearance of about 18 inches at the top. Though short, the area was vast, stretching out into the distance. Sounds echoed weirdly in the long, flat space. Little patches of light shone here and there in the darkness.

Kinnit pushed herself up out of the gap and lay still for a bit, recovering from her climb. After a brief rest, she rolled over. The gap up here wasn't tall enough for her to crawl normally, so she slithered on her belly, moving toward the nearest patch of light.

She arrived at the light and looked down. She was looking down through a vent cover into a large storage bay. She grinned, nearly intoxicated with relief. There was a twenty-foot drop from the vent to the floor, so she crawled to another patch of light.

She spent a couple of hours crawling around to different patches of light, figuring out the layout of the ship.

Then she began to develop a plan.
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Admiral Stonefist sat at his desk, staring unseeing at the stars in the portal. He sagged in every line of his frame.

The trace had been a dead end. Of course. There was no way of knowing where in the universe Kinnit's kidnapper was.

There was nothing different he could have done with the information he had at the time. He had to believe that.

His scanner beeped again.

"Admiral Stonefist, sir, there's another encrypted comm for you."

Fire and ice, fury and horror rushed into his spine.

"Put it through," he growled.

He waited with dread for the channel to connect. Surely they would not--could not--put her on the line? He would not be able to handle listening to her being hurt.

He shook his head. Hard. He had to be harder. Harder than the conspirators, harder than the bugs, harder than everyone.

That's who Admiral Stonefist was.

The call connected.

"What do you want now, maggot?" he snarled.

"Admiral... Stonefist." A clicking, squeaky voice answered. "It... is... us."

Grimthorn went rigid. It wasn't the conspirator. It was the voice of a Cryptographer.

He'd never heard of them using voice comms before.

"I apologize," he said. "How can I help you?"

"Where... is... Fifth... Fleet?"

"Fifth Fleet? Monoe sector, I think. Are they in trouble?"

"Go... there. Find... your... Assistant."

"In the Fifth Fleet? What are you talking about? Hello? Hello?" But the call had disconnected.

What was that all about? It left him deeply unsettled.

But there were two things he knew as stone-cold facts.

One, the Cryptographers were never wrong.

Two, he had to save Kinnit.

He turned his scanner back on and contacted the bridge.

"Bridge, plot a course for Monoe sector. I'll be up there in five minutes."


THIRTY-SEVEN
ESCAPE


Admiral Cora Din of the Fifth Fleet stood on the bridge of the ISS Striker. Her face was in its usual pinched, disapproving expression.

"Who was responsible for calibrating the sensors?" she asked. "They're measurably out of spec."

The whole bridge cringed silently.

"I..." Lieutenant Levi Voth swallowed heavily. As her Assistant, it fell to him to know everything that went on around her. It was also his role to bear the brunt of her displeasure if he couldn't come up with the names she wanted.

"The paperwork was correctly filled out when I prepped the bridge for you, Admiral," he said. "The sensors were calibrated earlier this week."

She sneered down at him.

"Calibrated by whom?" she asked.

Lieutenant Voth looked at the data in his scanner reluctantly. He hated to name names, but he knew the consequences for delaying such an answer. Admiral Cora Din loved having a name to blame.

"The paperwork was signed off by Lieutenant Naria Greenhill," he said.

"I want her in my office first thing tomorrow," Cora Din said.

"Admiral, I don't think she did the work, she just signed off--"

"Signing off is taking responsibility. Now get someone in here to recalibrate these sensors."

"Yes, ma'am." Lieutenant Voth glumly set a meeting schedule and contacted one of the techs in maintenance to come in for the sensors.

The tech arrived a few minutes later and began working on the scanners.

"Don't forget to account for extra gravity," Admiral Cora Din reminded him. "We're in a sector with a black hole."

"Yes, ma'am," the tech said. He knew better than to talk back.

He frowned at his instruments.

"Admiral? There's a gravitational fluctuation... a mass spike in the jumphole."

"Then your readings are wrong. Run them again. Remember that there's a black hole right out there."

"Of course, ma'am." The tech pinched his mouth shut and re-ran the numbers.

"Same result, ma'am."

"The only reason we'd have a gravitational fluctuation out here is if there were a massive fleet on their way into the sector. Check it again."

Lieutenant Voth cleared his throat.

"Admiral? There's something inbound from the trailing jumphole."

Admiral Cora Din's eyes widened, and her already-thin lips almost disappeared as the entire Ninth Fleet streamed out of the jumphole.

In the midst of the fleet, the ISS Swordheart emerged, proud and bold.

"Admiral, they're deep-scanning the entire Fifth Fleet."

"Contact that man immediately!" she yelled at the comms officer.

Admiral Stonefist's face popped up on the bridge monitor.

"What is the meaning of this?" she barked.

"Of what, Admiral?"

"Why are you in my sector?"

Admiral Stonefist raised an eyebrow.

"I didn't realize we were parceling out ownership of sectors to Admirals now. I'm following up a lead to find my Assistant."

"You brought your entire fleet to find one person?" She sneered in disbelief.

"You wouldn't?"

"It's a waste of resources," she scoffed.

"Only if you think of your people as a waste."

Everyone on the bridge was suddenly very, very careful to make eye contact with absolutely no one, but an unspoken "oooh" could be felt throughout the bridge. Admiral Cora Din took a deep breath, her mouth twisted with fury.

"Well, your Assistant's not here," she said. "Go look elsewhere."

"I will indeed look elsewhere if I don't find her here."

Admiral Stonefist frowned as someone on his bridge spoke to him.

"Admiral Cora Din," he said, "have you modified the control signatures for your ships? We're getting some unusual readings--"

"Stop trying to interfere with my fleet, Stonefist. It won't distract from your unsanctioned activities--"

"Admiral Cora Din?" her nav officer said, looking up from his console, his face pale. "Something's wrong..."
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Kinnit crept forward through the darkness. She took a deep breath and darted silently across the dim hangar bay. She stopped near the hangar doors. She pulled the cover off the control panel and looked at the board inside.

After this was all over, she was going to have some serious recommendations for the Navy about the security of their manual controls. But for now she was glad that the panel was easy to rewire.

In the hours since she'd escaped, she'd discovered that she was on board the ISS Astral, a construction ship, used to open jumpholes.

The Imperium ran the galaxy, and the backbone of the Imperial economy was the jumphole system. Rapid, safe transport of goods and people kept the money flowing and the economy growing.

Some jumpholes occurred naturally, but the Imperium had discovered how to open them more or less where they wanted them. The process was slow and expensive, but now there was an extensive network of jumpholes spanning the galaxy.

Any notable system would have quite a few, connected to a jumphole nexus--a cluster of jumpholes that connected to other major systems.

This ship, the Astral, was a short-hop jumphole constructor, designed to create emergency jump holes for the fleet in a crisis.

That was all Kinnit had been able to find out in her brief recon so far. She didn't even know which fleet she was in yet, but it didn't seem like the Ninth. She didn't want to spend much more time reconning, though. She had to get a signal to Grimthorn.

Kinnit didn't know how extensive the conspiracy was on board. As far as she knew, the entire crew could be in on it. Probably not, but she didn't dare risk contacting anyone. By the same token, she couldn't use any of the comms on board, since anyone in authority could quickly shut her signal down and trace her.

So she decided to steal a ship.

Steal a ship, remove the comm override, take off from the Astral, and start broadcasting like crazy. That was the plan.

She'd already chosen a shuttle she liked. It had the name "Digger" painted on the side in big friendly letters. It was a utility torpedo shuttle, mostly for firing probes, stabilizers, and jumphole ruptures. It was the spacebound equivalent of a bulldozer.

Kinnit had been inside prepping it, and she'd already developed affection for the little ship.

With such a small ship, she could manually override the comms. She'd accomplished this by ripping out the remote control module with a crowbar. She apologized to Digger, but she felt as though the little ship had already forgiven her.

Now Kinnit was at the hangar bay door, wiring a delay into the control panel. It would only be for a few seconds, and it would cook the controls, but it would give her time to get to Digger before the hangar bay door opened, exposing her to hard vacuum.

She hoped.

The little ship was already warmed up and ready to go. She finished the rewiring. The face of the control panel was in her hand, still loosely connected to the wall with a bundle of colorful wires.

Kinnit set herself in a running position, one hand on the button, her face pointed toward Digger. She took a deep breath, her eyes focused on the open hatch. She'd timed it; she could get to Digger from the panel in seven seconds. She had to hope the delay she'd been able to wire in was long enough.

She squeezed the button, then took off running.

She leapt into Digger and pulled the hatch shut with plenty of time. The hangar door hadn't even started opening yet. She cycled up the engines, ready to take off as soon as she could.

The doors stayed closed.

Kinnit stood at the ship's controls for a full minute, waiting for them to open.

Finally, with her cheeks puffed out in frustration, she opened the hatch and walked back to the doors' control panel.

The panel lights still showed "Ready." She hadn't pressed the button hard enough.

It seemed anticlimactic to go through the process again, but she re-set herself, and squeezed the button hard.

She blasted toward Digger. She knew she'd pushed the button hard enough this time. Even over her heavy breathing, she could hear the whine of overcharged electronics, and the popping of capacitors as the board blew.

A honking alarm blared as the hangar bay doors unlocked, preparing to open before she was even halfway to Digger. She discovered new speed, her arms and legs scissoring madly, her tail swinging, keeping her upright as she ran flat-out for the ship.

She'd done some track and field in the Academy, but nothing like this. Imminent spacing focused the mind and body wonderfully.

The hangar bay doors cracked open with a hiss, and a powerful wind rushed past Kinnit as she ran, slowing her down, trying to blow her back toward the hangar doors.

With tears streaming straight back from her eyes, she pushed her body to its utmost limit. She was so close, but the wind was strengthening as the doors opened wider, threatening to push her back and fling her into the cold reaches of outer space.

She reached out and managed to hook two claws in the edge of the hatch on Digger.

With a mighty yank, she pulled herself aboard. She hit the floor and rolled. She spun and pulled the hatch shut, dogging it hard.

Kinnit was heaving breath, but she didn't have time to recover. She dashed to the ship's controls and took off as carefully as she could.

Digger's rear lifted, but its front skids were still resting on the deck as the engines cycled up. With a hair-raising screech, Digger plowed forward, leaving deep scratches on the deck.

"I'm sorry! I'm sorry!" Kinnit cried.

She'd read a lot about piloting ships, but she'd never actually done it except in games and simulators.

One of the skids snapped off, then she was clear of the Astral. Digger flew free in open space.

"You're a good ship, Digger!" Kinnit cheered. "I knew you would be!"

She looked at the scanner as she opened the comms channel and prepared to start transmitting.
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Captain Denth of the ISS Astral watched his bridge monitor with interest. The tense exchange between Admirals Stonefist and Cora Din was being broadcast throughout the fleet. Not by intent, but anybody with a little knowledge of the comms protocol could easily dial in, and everybody was curious about why the Ninth Fleet had showed up all of a sudden.

Curiosity brought them, then the drama kept them.

"Cora Din, something's wrong!" Grimthorn shouted. "You need to shut down your remote module system! We're getting crazy readings from your systems!"

"It is precisely this kind of hyperbolic, overexcitable reaction that makes you such a liability to the Navy, Stonefist," Cora Din said, her voice ice cold.

Denth wished he had some popcorn. He knew precisely what was going on, and he couldn't wait until the last phase of the trap triggered. He wondered if he could record the video to share with Senn later.

It was everything he could do to keep a fat, smug smile off his face.

"Captain Denth, sir?" one of his bridge lieutenants said. "We've got a problem."

Denth responded carefully, keeping the smile out of his voice.

"Oh? A problem with the nav, Lieutenant?"

"Uh... no sir. One of the hangar bays opened up. Hangar 17. But we never sent a signal."

"What?" Denth was stunned. The hangar doors had nothing whatsoever to do with the plan. "What?"

He floundered, mentally, and froze in place as the first stirrings of panic began to creep over him.

"Sir, it looks like one of the utility torpedo shuttles has blown out of the hangar... wait, no it's under power... sir?"

Denth's face went shock-white.

He didn't know how, but he knew exactly who was on that shuttle. And who wasn't in her cell.

"Sir," the comms officer said, "the shuttle is transmitting."

"Blow that thing out of the sky right now!" Denth shrieked.

"S-sir?"

"SHOOT IT! SHOOT IT NOW!"

Despite being badly rattled, the Lieutenant at the weapons console tried to respond.

"All w-we have online are ion cannons, s--"

"DO IT NOW!"

With shaking hands, the young Lieutenant loaded an ion shell and fired it at the little Digger.
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Grimthorn seethed at Cora Din.

"Cora, check your remoting systems!" he shouted, his face red with fury.

"My name is Cora Din, Admiral, and I'd prefer if you address me by my rank."

"Just check your--"

"Admiral!" Lieutenant Renning broke in. "There's a transmission I think you should hear!"

Ordinarily he would have ignored a second message when he was arguing with Cora Din, but something about Lieutenant Renning's voice made him pause.

"Put it on the screen, Lieutenant."

"Are you ignoring me, Grimthorn?" Cora Din shrieked. "You had better--"

With a swipe, he muted her as the transmission came in.

Kinnit's face appeared on the screen. His heart soared as she appeared.

Kinnit! She was alive!

"--peats, this is Assistant Kinnit of the ISS Swordheart. I've been held captive by unknown persons on the ISS Astral, who are in league with the Oryndrax, an enemy of the Imperium. I'm escaping in a utility torpedo shuttle, designation Delta-1-6-6-Echo-Romeo. Anybody in transmission range, please get this message to Admiral Stonefist of the Ninth Fleet. Message repeats, this is--"

A huge, goofy grin split Grimthorn's face.

"That's my girl," he said quietly. Then he put his Admiral face back on.

"Lieutenant, get eyes on that shuttle, and open comms."

The shuttle appeared on the screen and comms opened.

"Assistant Kinnit," he said. "This is Admiral Stonefist of the ISS Swordheart, Ninth Fleet, responding to your distress."

Her eyes lit up as his message reached her, and her face brightened in a way that melted his famously stony heart.

"Grimthorn! I should have known you'd be right here!"

His eyes crinkled with mirth as he dropped his facade.

"Kinnit. I'm so glad you're okay. I'm very, very happy to see you." He realized he was using a tone that would start rumors, but he didn't care. "We'll get you coordinates for the Swordheart. You should be able to get here in just a few minutes." He gazed at her with open relief on his face.

"Sir, there's something you need to know about the Astral," she said. "There's a traitor--"

A movement caught Grimthorn's eye on the other monitor. Kinnit's shuttle was flying peacefully among the Fifth Fleet when the familiar white streak of an ion shell converged with her ship. It exploded, a blue cloud of ionization sheeting through space and buffeting the shuttle. The engines flickered and went out, and the shuttle began to tumble gently. Kinnit's transmission went staticky, but held. Her voice dripped through in between bursts of interference.

"...looks...ion shell...lost engines, but comms are...no directional...repair systems are functional..."

"Get us moving over to that shuttle," Grimthorn ordered. "We'll pick her up. And warm up the blasters." His face darkened. "I want to know who fired at Kinnit."

As the bridge crew scrambled to carry out his orders, the monitor with the comms to Cora Din caught his eye. She was still yelling, but not at him. With a frown, he unmuted her feed.

“—figure out why my fleet is moving without orders!" she screamed at someone off-screen. "What do you mean the ship's moving on its own? That's not possible!"

Grimthorn looked at the scans on the monitor. The entire Fifth Fleet was turning, as a single unit, toward a nearby jumphole.


THIRTY-EIGHT
THE CHOICE


Kinnit toggled the engines, trying to get them to catch, but they kept flaring out and dying. Her sensors were still wonky, and the few things that actually worked were flickering and stuttering.

Ion cannons really wreaked havoc on a ship.

"Come on, Digger," she said. "You can do it, I know you can!"

She tried the reaction control system again, to try to regain directional control and stop tumbling through space. The reaction control wouldn't even respond.

To her relief, however, the sensors finally stabilized.

"Sir!" she yelled at the console. "I've got sensors back online!"

"Very good, Kinnit," he said, his face somber. "Keep me apprised. We're working through some issues with the Fifth here."

She nodded and walked away from the console, looking for the toolkit and a maintenance hatch.

Repairs were not her strong suit, but she could swap fuses and look for broken connections, at least.

The little utility torpedo shuttle twirled through space, unpowered. The sensors were feeding her data now, but since she was digging through the toolkit, she didn't notice that Digger's speed was slowly increasing.

She finally found the maintenance hatch in the floor of the shuttle and pulled it open. The cabin filled with the acrid stench of burned electronics. Kinnit recoiled and covered her nose.

"Digger, you made a real stinky," she said, trying to hold her breath as she worked. She quickly gave up and started breathing again, since there was no escape from the stench on the tiny shuttle. The reclamators would eventually clean up the air. She'd just have to endure until then.

She pulled a fuse out of its place in the maintenance hatch. It was so cooked that it crumbled to pieces as she removed it.

Kinnit picked through the finger-length fuses in the toolkit, finding an appropriate replacement. On the main viewscreen, stars wheeled by as her shuttle spun gently.

She slotted the fuse into place, and hopped up. She checked the console. Her face lit up as she saw the RCS system powering on.

"Sir!" she exclaimed. "I'm regaining directional control!" She tried toggling the engines again. They fluttered and wouldn't come on, but the response was stronger now. The self-repairing nanites were doing their work, but would still take some time.

She glanced at the sensors and grew alarmed.

"Sir, why is the Fifth Fleet powering up their weapons?"

Grimthorn came back online.

"Something's taken control of the Fifth," he said. "The whole fleet. Somebody's figured out a way to override the remote module protocols. The fleet's being directed... somewhere. We don't know where. They're aiming for the spinward jumphole."

Kinnit pulled up the local jump maps. The shuttle was not equipped with much more than a high-level emergency map, but it was enough to give her a rough idea of what was nearby.

"There are at least three military targets in range," she said to Grimthorn, "but none of them are through that jumphole."

Grimthorn frowned.

"Whoever's controlling them may be pulling the fleet into an empty sector. Line them up and force them to sit while the bugs attack them."

"But then why charge weapons?"

"Good point. Hmm."

Kinnit scanned the jump routes, and her heart sank.

"Sir?" she said. "I think I might know where they're headed..."
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Dash Komad chuckled at the latest episode of "The Odder Pod." It was his favorite comedy, and now that he'd arranged his career to his satisfaction, he never missed an episode.

He leaned back in his chair with his feet up on the console. Technically he was flight management coordinator for the bustling commerce planet of Devaris, but realistically he spent most of his time watching videos on his scanner.

Devaris was a peaceful, quiet place, home of the finest shopping in the galaxy. At least, that's what the brochures said. And that meant there was rarely anything for Dash to do.

Most of the flight control systems were automated. The only time he really had to work was when a ship was so old that it didn't have flight management systems compatible with Devaris' systems. And also in rare cases of disputes on docking precedence.

His office was in a small, static comms station outside Devaris' planetary orbit. It had a clear line of sight to every major jumphole in the system, and the tightbeam from the planet's surface made sure he had a constant connection to the planet's network. That also meant he had a constant feed of videos to keep himself occupied during his month-on/month-off schedule.

Life was good.

The "incoming vessel" tone sounded, and a light blinked on his console. It indicated that a ship would be coming out of one of the jumpholes soon.

It didn't even register for Dash; it was something that happened dozens of times a day as ships came in. The vast majority were routed to a dock by the automated system. The ship would ping him on comms if they needed manual assistance.

The incoming tone sounded again. Then again. Then again. Frowning, Dash looked up at the console. That was a lot of ships to come in all at once.

Suddenly the console lit up like a solar flare, and the incoming tone sounded so quickly and relentlessly that it turned into a buzzing sound. Dash sat bolt upright and popped on the scanners.

He watched in bewilderment and shock as the entire Fifth Fleet began streaming into his sector.
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"Get in there after them!" Grimthorn barked, gripping the rail around the captain's dais. "All ships, follow the Fifth! All possible speed!"

Grimthorn felt sick. He had to remember that they were not just fighting a war of blasters and ships, but of morale and faith in the Imperium. If what Kinnit said was right--he shook his head.

It was diabolical. If the Fifth Fleet turned their guns on a civilian planet--especially one as highly populated as Devaris--the loss of life would be unthinkable. To have Navy weapons kill citizens...

The Imperium protects her citizens.

The negative impact would be catastrophic. And the jackals of the press would be only too happy to paint the Navy as the real villains.

Grimthorn swallowed his fears. None of that could be allowed to come to pass. Period. He set his face toward the last departing elements of the Fifth Fleet.

His first instinct was to simply blow the Fifth fleet out of the sky. But the thought of attacking other Naval vessels was only very slightly less repugnant than the thought of those vessels attacking civilians.

"Focus on the ISS Astral," Kinnit said. "That's where I was held. That's where the traitor is. At least one traitor."

"That's a good thought, Kinnit. We'll do that." He talked to her absently while he scanned the fleet's stats, making sure they were prepared for any circumstance. "We may have to leave you behind for now, and come back and pick you up later, unfortunately. Will you be okay here in this sector for a couple of hours?"

"I got the engines working, sir."

He turned to the monitor. Something about the tone of her voice had changed. She looked like she was about to be sick.

"What's wrong?" he asked. "Is something wrong with your shuttle?" He quickly looked at the scans. "Kinnit... your speed is too high..."

"Yes, sir." She sounded on the verge of tears. "I'm so sorry, sir."

"Kinnit... no..."

"I'm in the gravitational pull of the black hole, sir." she said quietly. "The engines aren't powerful enough to pull me out. I've got them going flat out right now. Digger's trying his very hardest for me."

Grimthorn looked through the scan data, willing her to be wrong. He wanted with all his heart for her to be completely, utterly, fundamentally wrong, just this once.

His heart clenched at seeing the data.

He set his jaw and shook himself. Problem-solving time.

"Kinnit, if you manually override the safety locks, you can get more power from the engines. Hit it hard, and the Swordheart will blast across the apogee of the black hole. We can lob some torpedoes, use the blast wave to push you--"

"Sir... sir!" she interrupted. "You don't have time for that. The Imperium needs you. You have to stop the Fifth Fleet."

"Kinnit... no..."

The color drained from him as he gazed at Kinnit's determined expression on the flickering monitor.

For the first time in his career, he knew exactly what he needed to do, but he could not bring himself to do it.

When Kinnit spoke again, her voice was steady and clear.

"Sir, I know what you will choose. And it is the right thing to do." She stepped back from the comm so she was fully visible. She stood straight, her eyes clear and bright. "It has been the greatest honor of my life serving with you, sir. Labor, Honor, Gloria. All hail the Imperium!"

Admiral Stonefist was trembling. He re-scanned all the data. He looked at the departing Fifth. He ran the mental calculations.

Finally, he forced himself to stand fully upright. He carefully saluted back to Kinnit.

"All hail," he said quietly.

"Thank you, sir," she said, "for everything."

And the monitor went dark.
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The ISS Swordheart turned slowly toward the jumphole to follow the Fifth Fleet.

Digger struggled against the overwhelming force of the black hole. Its engines fired bravely, but the little shuttle was getting sucked backward faster and faster. In the distance, invisible, relentless, was the crushing force of the black hole that would snuff out the one bright light of Grimthorn's life.

The one nice thing about traveling in jumpspace is that you could scream as loud as you wanted and nobody would ever know.

[image: ]


The Fifth Fleet moved clumsily into place, spreading out slowly. They made a glittering array aimed at the planet.

Dash Komad was nearly in tears as he continued screaming into his comms.

"Any vessel, please respond! This is flight management for Devaris, respond immediately! Devaris is a civilian planet, please stand down and respond!"

The silent, ominous fleet ignored him and continued forming up.

The incoming tone began buzzing again, and a fresh spate of warships spewed from the jumphole.

"What in Geina is going on?" Dash cried in despair.

Finally a long, proud ship emerged from the jumphole, one even Dash recognized. Like any citizen of the Imperium, he'd seen his share of hero and war movies, and he immediately recognized the ISS Swordheart.

"It's the Admiral!" he cried in relief and disbelief. "Admiral Stonefist has come to save us!"

On the bridge of the Swordheart, Admiral Stonefist was barking out orders.

"Every ship of the Ninth, full forward shields. Get in front of a ship of the Fifth! Stand between them and Devaris! Take the damage to protect the people! I don't want so much as a dirty look to make it to the planet's surface."

He turned to his Infography officer.

"Find the ISS Astral. Hard scan them. Gunnery, prepare me a full spread of ion cannons. When we find the Astral, give her the whole works up her tailpipe. I want those shells kissing armor before they go off."

The Fifth had had more time to set up, but they moved slowly, stiffly, and almost in unison, as though it were nearly impossible for any one ship to move on its own. The Ninth Fleet swooped in, each ship of the fleet adroitly finding a vessel of its own class to pair off against. Their shields glowed brightly, all their energy pouring into protecting Devaris.

The two fleets faced each other over the helpless planet.

"All ships," Grimthorn said, "Prepare your ion cannons. If we can't shut down the signal, we must be prepared to disable the entire FIfth Fleet."

The long minutes stretched out. Neither side opened fire.

"Sir," said Lieutenant Renning at long last. "The Fifth Fleet is powering down weapons across the board!"

Grimthorn did not relax one whit.

"Then there's some new devilry afoot," he said.

With a rumbling of engines, the entire Fifth Fleet began trundling forward.

"They're trying to crash into the planet!" Grimthorn cried. "All ships, engines up, prepare to ram!"

"Sir, we've found the Astral!" the Infographer shouted.

"Zero six five, mark seven. Fire!"

"Ion shells away, sir!" said the gunnery officer. The pale streaks crossed the cold, empty miles of space toward the ISS Astral. The Fifth Fleet continued creeping forward.

With a beautiful spray of blue ionization, twelve ion shells detonated, each within a hundred feet of the ISS Astral.

"Hit it again!"

Again, the streaks of white shot forth.

"Again!"

In total, the ISS Astral took 36 direct hits from the Swordheart's ion cannons. She floated dead in space.

Still, the Fifth Fleet crept forward. Admiral Stonefist hung his head.

Now came the expensive part. How many would give their lives today?

But he was determined that not one civilian would be harmed.

"All ships, prepare to fire ion cannons and ram your target," he said, his voice grim. "Your goal is to push them out of the gravity well of the planet. All casualties are acceptable to keep ships off-planet. On my mark. Three... two..."

"Admiral, wait!"

Grimthorn looked up in surprise. Admiral Cora Din's thin visage appeared on the main screen. She looked as though she had aged ten years in the few minutes since he'd last seen her.

"We are regaining control of the ships," she said. "Please give us a few minutes to flush the remote module system."

"Belay that order," Grimthorn said. "All ships, stand down. Match speed with your target and keep your shields up."

After a few tense minutes, the ships of the Fifth Fleet began to slowly back away, taking a defensive grouping away from the planet.

Admiral Cora Din took a shuddering breath.

"Admiral Stonefist. That was a... bold maneuver. I suppose I should thank you."

"Yes," he said, then muted her. He pulled up another comm channel. A blocky, unshaven face appeared.

"Sergeant Charr," Grimthorn said. "How would you and your Marines like to arrest an entire ship?"


THIRTY-NINE
BUILDING A ROAD


Captain Denth scrabbled through his desk, hampered by the fabric of his thinsuit. There was still air on the Astral, but all reclamation systems had been shut down.

Everything had been shut down.

The ISS Astral was cold and dead. Denth had lost track of how many ion shells had hit his vessel, but it was so like Admiral Stonefist to overkill that way. It could not have possibly been anybody else behind the trigger.

In a very real sense, the Astral was now nothing more than a floating can. If the outage was extended, or rescue was delayed, the air would grow stale, and the heat would leach out of the vessel. SOP in this kind of circumstance was for everyone to suit up.

Probably everyone had. Denth didn't know. He didn't much care, either. He had no idea what was going on outside the ship. Either the mission had been a success or it had been a failure, but since Admiral Stonefist had hammered his Astral, that meant that he knew where the fleet control signal had been coming from.

Which meant that, succeed or fail, Admiral Stonefist was going to show up on board with some sharp questions.

So now Denth was scrabbling through his desk, trying to find any scrap of incriminating information so he could space it.

He'd like to see the Admiral trying to find a tiny pocket drive or a signal repeater floating around loose somewhere in the sector.

Of course, there were still probably a hundred other pieces of evidence on board the Astral that a relentless, nitpicking SS could find.

The best approach would have been to destroy all the evidence at once, but the Astral had been so thoroughly hammered that Denth couldn't even fire the ship's self-destruct sequence. Once he'd had a line on a working escape pod, he'd tried it. Three times.

So much for "easy mode."

If only he could have blasted that SS out of the sky in time! He'd give anything to wipe her out of existence.

He fished out the last of the pocket drives out of his drawers and tossed them in a small box on his desk.

That would have to do for now. He'd not been so foolish as to put any incriminating data on his console, or on any of his Navy systems.

He tucked the box under his arm, and got ready to head to the nearest airlock.

As he reached for his office door, a sound pressed itself on his consciousness. A heavy, rhythmic percussion vibrated the deck plates.

Denth paled. Whatever this new sound meant, it did not bode well.

He squirreled the box away in his desk and peeked out of his office.

Three heavy Marines in exosuits marched toward his office, their heavy footfalls striking the floor in unison.

Three more marched in from the other direction.

They were all wrapped in medium-heavy exosuits. Flat plates of composite armor covered them, and powered limb extensions made them taller, longer, and more powerful.

The Marine in the lead grinned as he saw Denth's head poking out. He saluted sardonically.

"Captain Denth, a pleasure to find you," he said. "Sergeant Charr of the Third Division. How timely. Admiral Stonefist told us to greet you first."

Denth pulled the door shut, but without power he couldn't figure out how to lock it. He scrambled to his desk and yanked open the top drawer.

Sergeant Charr swept in with shocking speed. The exosuit looked clunky and slow, but on the body of an experienced Marine, it was lithe, graceful, and deadly fast.

Denth pulled a Karter pistol out of the drawer. Without hesitation, he put the barrel under his chin. Sergeant Charr swept past and yanked the gun out of his hand so fast that Denth squeezed his trigger finger before he realized his hand was empty.

"Tut-tut. The Admiral warned us you might be a gun-eater." Sergeant Charr laid a friendly exo-arm across Denth's shoulders. "Personally, I prefer crayons. They're much tastier."

The rest of the Marines filed into Denth's office, surrounding him.

"Wh-what are you going to do to me?"

"Captain Denth, you are hereby under arrest for treason against the Imperium, for conspiracy, and for murder."

"So the SS died, at least," Denth said, smiling mirthlessly.

Sergeant Charr's good humor drained away.

"You will be taken to the Cryptographers for questioning. And have no fear, my squad will be personally responsible for your safety."

Sergeant Charr gave Denth a feral grin.

"You will make it to your appointment."

[image: ]


Admiral Stonefist was busily overseeing the cleanup of the defense of Devaris. There was shockingly little damage, especially given what had nearly happened.

A nasally voice droned out of the comms console at Admiral Stonefist. The face of the stationmaster filled the screen, with Dash Komad standing sheepishly behind him.

"And I don't understand why you Navy types felt like you needed to have your training exercise anywhere near a commercial sector," he said. "There are people downplanet with delicate conditions. The sight of your combat vessels could have caused a serious medical incident!"

"I understand your concerns," said Grimthorn. "It will not happen again. It was simply a training exercise that ended up in the wrong sector due to a novice navigator."

This was the simple lie he and Admiral Cora Din had quickly agreed on to keep a lid on how close the conspiracy had come to launching a catastrophic attack on a civilian planet.

"Okay, but there's a lot of space out there. Go do your Navy business out by Navy bases. I'm confused why your fleet wouldn't just--"

"As I said, it will not happen again."

"Okay, but..."

Admiral Stonefist was not a fan of the word "fair." "Fair" was for games and skin. If you were in a "fair" fight, you'd already screwed up. "Fair" was a word losers used to guilt-trip winners.

That being the case, however, he did feel it was profoundly unfair that, after having saved the Fifth Fleet, Admiral Cora Din still made him run PR for the incident.

"Stationmaster, I'm afraid I need to finish wrapping things up here so that I can clear our fleets out of your sector."

"Okay, but--"

Admiral Stonefist blipped off the comm. He took a deep breath. There would probably be consequences for that later. But there was something he desperately needed to do right now.

"You wonder why we bother, if that's the kind of thanks we get," Lieutenant Renning said.

Grimthorn looked up in surprise. Renning was not usually one to vent.

"We don't do this for thanks, Lieutenant. We don't do it for personal glory. We do it because it's right. Because the Imperium protects her citizens. Even the awful ones. Sometimes especially the awful ones. We trade Navy lives for civilian lives. That's the deal we made to live in space. That's the oath."

"Yes, sir," Renning mumbled. "It just doesn't seem right."

Grimthorn nodded. Now he really needed to go.

"I'm going to my office for a few minutes. Renning, you have charge of the bridge. Call me once you get word from the Marines."

"Yes, sir."

Admiral Stonefist stepped out of the captain's dais and walked swiftly to his office. He closed the door.

Once he was sealed off from the world, in his little private office, he could set Admiral Stonefist aside for a little bit.

He clutched his stomach and sank to his knees on the floor. His mouth opened soundlessly, tears streaming down his face.

"Kinnit..." he squeezed out past the pain locked in his chest.

Then the dam burst. He sobbed mightily, shamelessly, bleating his grief out into his empty office.
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The Marines cleared the ISS Astral, stem to stern. Every person on board was arrested, pending an investigation. There were 85 people taken into custody. They had to be spread among dozens of vessels for imprisonment.

As acknowledgment that most of them were probably innocent, they were treated as gently as possible. As acknowledgment that the conspiracy was still active, each one had a Marine bodyguard.

Captain Denth was brought on board the ISS Swordheart. Admiral Stonefist wanted him under direct supervision and close guard until he was in the hands of the Cryptographers. He was guarded by Sergeant Charr's entire squad.

The prison cell, unbeknownst to Denth, was the same one occupied--frequently--by Kinnit. Denth paced the length of the cell. He had been silent since his arrest.

Say nothing. Forget you had a tongue. Forget you knew words. That was the only way.

But the Cryptographers scared the willies out of him. He'd heard stories. And he'd been around them.

He stalked back and forth in the cell, pondering.
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Admiral Stonefist lay on the floor of his office. His weeping was used up, and he stared blankly at the wall. His thoughts wandered around aimlessly, a multitude of meandering details orbiting around his memories of Kinnit.

He had too many desks in his office now. Would he get a new Assistant? That was ridiculous. He would never see her happy smile again. Maybe he could commission a statue of her. Who would make coffee? His reports would be terrible. He had to fill out the paperwork for her death. And on, and on, and on his thoughts whirled, a thousand fireflies with no place to land.

His ceiling flashed. He didn't care. He didn't care about anything now.

"Sir," Lieutenant Renning's voice came over the speaker. "Report from Sergeant Charr. We have Captain Denth in custody and on board."

Grimthorn sat up slowly, his face taking on an ugly cast.

Well. There was something he cared about, after all.
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Admiral Stonefist arrived at Denth's cell. The stasis shield separating them hummed. In the hallway outside, six Marines flanked the cell, still dressed in their exosuits.

Denth paused his pacing, looking at Grimthorn with concern.

"Open it," Grimthorn said.

The young tech looked conflicted.

"Um, sir? I don't think I'm supposed to--"

Admiral Stonefist flung a finger at him, and leveled a stare that could have bored through an asteroid.

"I'm not going to ask again."

"Y-yes, sir."

The stasis shield flickered and went out. Admiral Stonefist strode into the cell.

"Admiral, I have nothing to say. I want a lawyer before I say one word about this--"

Admiral Stonefist drove a heavy fist into the Captain's midsection, doubling him over and emptying his stomach on the floor of the cell. Grimthorn grabbed the hair on the back of his head and pulled his ear back to his lips.

"That's okay," Grimthorn said. "I'm not here for information."

Denth, his eyes white-rimmed with terror, looked into Admiral Stonefist's face and recognized the look of a man with a mind to do a murder.

Admiral Stonefist looked down at Denth. His sight was clouded with an image of Kinnit, and the bright smile that would never grace his presence again. And he drew his fist back, preparing to drive away the vision.
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Kinnit watched with tears rimming her eyes as the ISS Swordheart vanished into the jumphole.

The sector was empty now except for herself, the black hole, and inevitability. She'd had to be strong for Grimthorn, so he could do what he needed to do.

But it was so lonely, here at the end. She didn't want to die alone.

She slammed her fists on the shuttle's small console. Fat tears splashed onto the glossy surface.

Why? Of all the ways she could have died. She could have been taken by starvation or predators before she'd ever even learned about the Imperium. What sense did it make for her to be taken to the stars, go through the Academy, and end up reporting to someone as wonderful as Grimthorn, only for things to end like this?

It just wasn't fair. She'd worked so hard and done so much and it just wasn't fair.

She cried for a few minutes as the black hole drew her closer and closer to its crushing embrace.

She tried to think of how she wanted to go out. Something to say, something to do. But she'd already said what she wanted to say to Grimthorn. Anything else seemed either corny or meaningless.

She stood straight and saluted. There. That's how she wanted to go.

She took a final look around the interior of the utility torpedo shuttle.

"You were a good shuttle, Digger," she said aloud, with no trace of self-consciousness. "You did your very best. I'm sorry we got caught in a black hole."

She glanced fondly at the console. Two small lights caught her eye. Two small lights that weren't part of a standard shuttle display.

Part of her wanted to hold her salute, but curiosity got the best of her. She poked the lights and pulled up an informational display.

Her breath caught.

Two lines of text showed bright white on the dark console.

ROADBLDR-L DISARMED NEEDS EQUALIZATION

ROADBLDR-R DISARMED NEEDS EQUALIZATION

Torpedo utility shuttle. Of course. Hope surged in her heart.

The little shuttle had two torpedo tubes. It didn't fire combat torpedoes. It was Digger. It built roads.

The two torpedoes were designed to open an unstable wormhole between them. With gravitational stabilization, the wormhole would become a jumphole.

Her hands danced across the console, adjusting the settings. She quickly armed the torpedoes. The display updated.

ROADBLDR-L ARMED NEEDS EQUALIZATION

ROADBLDR-R ARMED NEEDS EQUALIZATION

She vented the torpedo tubes, emptying what little atmosphere was still inside them and exposing the torpedoes to vacuum. The display flickered.

ROADBLDR-L ARMED READY TO FIRE

ROADBLDR-R ARMED READY TO FIRE

She glanced at the gravity numbers from the sensor readings and ran some mental calculations. It had been a long time since she'd had to manually quantize jumphole stabilization parameters.

But then, she'd always been good at jumphole calculations.

She turned off the engines and spun the little shuttle around to face the deadly emptiness of the black hole. The collapsed star sucked greedily at her vessel, drawing her in faster and faster. She set the range on the torpedoes.

"Digger, you're a good shuttle," she said with a grin. "Now build me a road."

And she fired the torpedoes.


FORTY
A CHANGE OF HEART


The two roadbuilder torpedoes streaked away in the direction of the black hole. Kinnit bit her lip, watching them.

Digger continued picking up speed as the black hole drew the little shuttle closer to its endless depth. The speed meter was pegged at 9,999 km/s.

Kinnit was a little annoyed by the limit, but she supposed it made sense. If you were in a utility shuttle and you were going over 10k miles per second, the only other information that could be useful would be a little indicator light reading "You're Hosed."

The roadbuilders flared sharp blue, and a small tear appeared in the fabric of spacetime between them, though the tear was only visible to her sensors. She adjusted the shuttle's heading to make sure she would hit it.

Now, if only it would stabilize before she got there.

She watched the readout of the sensors on her display. The stabilization factors were orange, but the powerful gravity of the black hole was accelerating the stabilization. Kinnit clenched her teeth as she watched the readings. The edges of the wormhole were already beginning to fray, losing cohesion.

"Hold together," she said. "Please." She didn't need it for long. Just for a minute. It just had to last for a minute.

The numbers on the sensors rapidly rose. Just before Digger got to the anomaly, the numbers stabilized and turned green.

"Yes!" she cried, then she hit the jumphole.

She'd never been so happy to plunge into the uncontrolled madness of jumpspace.

As reality unbound around her, her tiny shuttle whipped through unspace and untime. The shuttle was completely unbuffered, giving her the same sensations as when she'd traveled a jumphole tied up in the back of a Vylar fighter.

There was no telling how much time was passing outside. Time in jumpspace bore no relation to time in real space.

After an interminable journey, Digger rocketed out of the jumphole back into real space.

And then Kinnit slowly realized her next problem.

Under normal circumstances, jumphole routes were meticulously calculated. Figures were checked and rechecked for months, validated through a grindingly slow and thorough bureaucracy, and then recalculated and signed off on by a small army of jumphole engineers.

Kinnit had just opened a jumphole to... somewhere. Without the calculations, there was no telling where she'd ended up. Theoretically, she could have ended up flying into a star or a nebula or something, but realistically, the chances of that were literally astronomically small.

On the other hand, there was no link between jumphole length and real space distance. She didn't even know if she was in the same galaxy.

The nearest sentient being could literally be on the other side of the universe. It dawned on her that she might have just traded a quick death by crushing for a slow death by starvation.

She felt very small and lonely.

She scanned the sector. Strangely, the exit jumphole had also appeared near a black hole. Perhaps there was some kind of affinity between the two holes?

Fortunately, Digger was screaming away from it at a sizable fraction of the speed of light.

Kinnit ran a scan of the local star system through Digger's database. It was a long shot, she knew, but if Digger could match the stars it could see against a known star map, it could triangulate her location.

But nothing came of the search.

She sat on the floor and buried her face in her knees. It was all so overwhelming. She wanted to go home. She wanted to fall into the warmth and fellowship of the Clamber. She wanted to talk to all her friends on the Swordheart.

She wanted to see Grimthorn again.

She set her face with determination. She would see Grimthorn again.

She sniffed, wiped her nose, and stood. Already today, she'd escaped a deadly conspiracy and a black hole. She could escape a vast, cold, and indifferent universe, too.
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Before long, Kinnit had worked out her plan.

What she really needed to do was to get back to the sector she'd come out of. And there was a handy jumphole right there.

Problem was, that exit was going to be close to another black hole.

Escaping a black hole was easy, conceptually speaking. All you had to do was be moving faster than escape velocity. It was getting up to that speed that was the problem.

So she was going to slingshot around the black hole in her current system and fly back through the jumphole.

She'd have to depend on her calculations to figure out her speed, since the poor speed meter in the shuttle stayed stuck at its upper limit. And she would hit the jumphole from behind. Fortunately, stabilized disruptions in the spacetime continuum did not have a specific plane of entry. You could hit them from any direction and end up in jumpspace.

She entered her calculations into Digger's console. Digger turned and began its burn to periapsis.
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The slingshot maneuver worked perfectly. It whipped her around the far side of the black hole and slung her into the jumphole at a ridiculous speed.

She endured yet another unbuffered trip through jumpspace. She decided that after all this was over, she'd take a little break from unbuffered jumphole travel.

Digger blasted out of the exit jumphole. The forces of the black hole pulled at the brave little shuttle, but the speed imparted by the slingshot maneuver finally broke the black hole's deadly grip.

Digger and Kinnit flew free for the first time since leaving the Astral.

She aimed for the jumphole to Devaris and brought Digger's engines up to full power.
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A heavy meaty thwap resounded through the brig. Long pause. Another thwap.

The young prison tech looked sick.

The worst part was the steadiness. This was not the frantic, furious violence born of rage. This was a cold, methodical repetition. Spaced out to conserve energy.

The trembling young man ventured out into the hall. He looked up at the Marines in their exosuits.

"Shouldn't somebody stop him?" he quavered.

"I don't care who the Admiral kills," Charr said. "Especially that scum."

"B-but it's not right!"

"So go in there and stop him."

The prison tech swallowed heavily. He walked back to his post.

Thwap.

Thwap.

Taking a deep breath, he walked down to the cell.

"S-sir?"

Thwap.

"Sir, I think you should stop."

Thwap.

Admiral Stonefist didn't even look Terran any more. He looked like a zombie. He raised his arm mechanically.

Thwap.

"Sir, please, stop!" the tech cried. "This is not right!"

Grimthorn paused and looked at the young man. It was so like something Kinnit would have said that it caught his heart for a moment.

He paused.

He looked at Denth. He held the captain by the lapel in one fist. The traitor's body hung limply. Grimthorn's fist ached.

There was a commotion at the entrance to the prison block. And from behind the young prison tech emerged Kinnit herself.

Her face was painted with horror.

"Grimthorn... what are you doing?" she said.

His overloaded brain struggled to comprehend what he was seeing. His fists loosened, and Denth collapsed bonelessly to the floor.

"You're dead," he said stupidly.

Big tears filled her eyes as she took in the fullness of the scene.

"Grimthorn..." she said, shaking her head. "I'm not dead. I'm here."

She looked at the still form lying on the floor.

"Grimthorn, don't do this. Don't let them turn you into something you're not." Tears began to fall. "This is not you. Don't let them take you from me."

"Kinnit, I--" He reached out to her, only now noticing his hand was covered in blood. She recoiled.

"Kinnit, I... I'm sorry..."

She broke and ran out of the prison block, only pausing to yell at the Marines, "And you should have stopped him!"

Grimthorn was left alone in shock and filled with shame.
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Grimthorn sat behind his desk, his head hanging. He'd cleaned up and gotten a brief debrief about Kinnit's escape.

Denth was in the biopod, and the medics said he would make a full recovery, eventually.

Kinnit stormed back and forth in front of his desk, seething. Tears stood in the corners of her eyes.

"I just can't believe you would do that!" she said. "I don't care what you thought happened! That was wrong!"

"I know," he said quietly.

"You have to promise me, sir! I need you to, to swear that you will never try to hurt a prisoner like that just because you're angry."

"I'm sorry," he said. "But he almost killed you. When I thought you'd--I never thought I'd see you again--I just wanted to hurt him."

"And that's what he did to me!" Kinnit shrieked. "You're not like him! I need you to not be like him!"

Grimthorn recoiled. The full weight of her words settled on him, and he felt very, very small.

How wide was the gap between the good guys and the bad guys?

He stood suddenly, startling her. He saluted carefully.

"You are right. And now Arcturus is no longer my greatest shame. A greater now I twofold bear: both that I have acted to hurt and tried to kill a helpless prisoner, and that you witnessed it. I swear that I will never again hurt a helpless prisoner. I swear this on my life, on my Admiralty, and on the Imperium itself."

Kinnit stood rooted in shock.

And I swear it on my love for you, he added silently.

"I will be better," he said. "You will see."
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There was a party, later, in the mess hall. The tables had been cleared away, and several people were dancing to something modern. A moderate quantity of Terran alcohol had even been procured for the event.

Ostensibly, the celebration was for the victory at Devaris, but people kept getting up and giving speeches about how thankful they were that Kinnit had returned safely, and how much she meant to the Ninth Fleet. This kept happening until she buried her face in her hands in embarrassment.

"That's our Kinnit! She can beat a black hole, but she can't take the praise!" shouted the speaker, and a round of good-natured laughter filled the room. Then they desisted.

Even Charr's Marines, the few not on active guard duty, came to apologize to Kinnit and to ask if they could join the festivities in her honor.

The story of her escape from the grip of the black hole had already circled the ship, and was told and told again at the party, growing with each telling.

Admiral Stonefist stood to one side, listening. He'd been so wrapped up in himself and the problems of the Imperium lately, he hadn't realized how much of an impact the little Kobold had had across his crew. Her upbeat attitude, infectious smile and guileless charm had captured the ship. She listened to people's problems and their stories, took an interest in them.

Just like Grimthorn used to do.

The Ninth Fleet had long had a deep respect and pride in the office of the Admiral. With Kinnit, now they also had something to love in the office of the Admiral.

Uncomfortable with the spotlight, Kinnit meekly got a cup of punch and joined Grimthorn on the wall.

"Quite a party, don't you think?" Grimthorn said.

"I don't know why everybody's being like this," she said to him. "I only did what anyone else would have done."

Grimthorn barked a laugh.

"You did what nobody else could have done. The Imperial Science Academy has already contacted me," he told her. "They're anxious to get the data from your adventures. Apparently, the possibility of jumphole exits having affinity with black holes has gotten them very excited. That's never been done before."

"Well, they're welcome to the data, I suppose," she said, sipping her punch. She paused. "What do you think will happen to Digger?"

"The shuttle? It will be returned to the Fifth Fleet. Technically, it's not even an independent vessel, it's registered as equipment on the Astral. The Astral will be refitted. The ion attack cooked everything useful out of her. The shuttle will be mothballed until she's ready for service again. Probably a few years."

"Oh," Kinnit said, her face downcast. "I--I know it's silly, but I'd kind of hoped we could keep Digger. It's such a good shuttle."

Grimthorn winced. Inter-fleet ship and equipment transfers were famously complicated. Admirals tended to get very prickly about their budgeted equipment ending up in somebody else's fleet. It usually ended up in a political knife fight.

"I'll see what I can do," he said.

Her face lit up. The sight of her smile loosened something in his chest.

"That would be wonderful, sir!"

He laid a hand on her shoulder. She looked up at him.

"Kinnit. More than anyone else in this fleet, I'm glad you're back safe. You mean a great deal to me."

He removed his hand and shut his mouth before he said more. Because he wanted to say so much more.

She slid a hand around his waist and leaned against him.

"And I'm so happy to be back here with you, Grimthorn."


FORTY-ONE
A CRYPTOGRAPHER'S FAVORITE PUZZLE


Captain Denth rubbed his hands together nervously. He was in a transport shuttle on his way to the Cryptographer's ship. Six Marines sat with him on the shuttle, still in their exosuits, all heavily armed.

They were traveling to the Cryptographer's ship.

Denth didn't know whether to be honored or horrified that the Cryptographers had come all the way out to him instead of waiting for him to come to them through a prison transfer. A little bit of both, maybe.

Their shuttle was making a short hop between the ISS Swordheart and the Cryptographer's ship. They were being escorted by a squadron of fighters.

Once bitten, twice shy. After the incident with Caltrel, Grimthorn clearly was taking no chances.

Denth's right thumb kept rubbing the webbing between the first and second fingers of his left hand. He carefully separated his hands and shook his head.

Not yet. He didn't have to do that yet. Something could still happen. The conspi--someone could rescue him. He could find a way to escape. Something could happen.

Something could. But the window for "something" was rapidly closing. He saw the looming mass of the Cryptographer's ship appear on the pilot's screen. An involuntary shudder ran through his body, and his thumb went back between his fingers, rubbing, rubbing.

Best not to think about it.

The shuttle docked carefully among the spires of the Cryptographer ship. The hatch opened, letting in the stale, cold air of the Cryptographers.

The Marines were unsettled, jumpy. Clearly they'd never been near Cryptographers before. They had their rifles out and their suits fully powered up.

Not that Denth could blame them. He'd be in a powered-up exosuit too, if he could.

The Marines bustled him to his feet and onto the ship. A young officer greeted them.

"Broca Brangwin," the young man said, saluting gently. He looked pale, almost ethereal. His voice was soft, almost seeming disconnected from the man it came from. "I'll be facilitating your communication with the Cryptographers today. Welcome aboard."

He turned and walked further in. He walked with a slow, smooth gait that made him appear almost to float.

"Where do they find freaks to work with the Cryptos?" muttered one of the Marines. Sergeant Charr silenced him with a glare, but Brangwin didn't seem to mind, or even notice. He merely led them deeper into the ship.

Everything on the Cryptographer's ship was ornate, Gothic architecture. White marble and black stone abounded.

Brangwin led them to a chamber. It was ringed by alcoves. The marble floor was inlaid with brass, picking out strange, unsettling diagrams. A single, heavy chair sat in the middle of the room. Nearby stood a tall, lone Cryptographer, its talons resting on the back of the chair.

Brangwin gestured Denth toward the chair. Denth's knees locked up and refused to carry him forward.

"You Marines," said Brangwin. "Bring him to the chair."

After a long pause, Sergeant Charr signaled one of his men. They were both reluctant to enter the chamber, but the sooner they offloaded Denth, the sooner they could get away. They pushed him into the room and set him down roughly on the chair. The Cryptographer nodded to the Marines.

"Thank you," Brangwin said. "We have him in custody. You and your men may go."

The Marines departed. They didn't quite run, but they didn't quite not run.

The Cryptographer stood in front of Denth, with Brangwin standing to one side.

"The Cryptographer will ask you questions now," Brangwin said.

Denth's heart was triphammering in his chest. His breath came in panicked heaves.

"I'm not saying anything," Denth gasped, his voice hoarse with terror. "I won't answer any questions."

Brangwin's face took on a sympathetic cast.

"Yes, you will," he said.

The Cryptographer chittered, its squeaky, clicking voice filling the chamber. Denth's eyes went white-rimmed, jerking, looking for a way out. His hands clung to the arms of the chair.

"The Cryptographer asks you to state your name."

Don't answer. Don't answer. All he had to do was not answer. Don't say anything, ever, and he would be fine.

"Eklin Denth," he said.

Denth's mouth hung open in horror. Brangwin looked at him sadly. Denth's voice had... simply not obeyed him.

With a tremendous effort of will, he pulled his hands away from the arms of the chair. He brought them together. His thumb found the webbing between his first two fingers, and he squeezed it with all his strength.

There was a crunch, a flash of indescribable pain, and Denth's vision went white. And his mind was flung four years into the past.
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"The Bolt of Justice..." the figure said.

"Flies from the shadows," Denth responded.

"Welcome, friend." The figure was dressed in a dark robe. "Are you prepared to join us?"

"I am," Denth said, his back straight. "The Imperium needs her war. It will get her back on track. Put some strength back into her."

The hooded figure smiled.

"Be very sure," he said. "Everything up to now has been surface-level. If you would enter our councils, you must be prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice to maintain secrecy."

"I'm ready."

"And have you had the device installed?"

Denth wordlessly held up his left hand. The scar from the surgery was still fresh and red, in the webbing between his first two fingers. It was only as long as a grain of rice.

The dark figure nodded in satisfaction.

"What is it?" Denth asked. "A suicide chip?"

The dark figure chuckled.

"Nothing so crude, or easy to spot on a scan. It's biological, not electronic. A passive device." He held up his own left hand, showing a faint, white scar between his own fingers. "Anyone who would enter the inner circle has one. It is a mnemonic gateway. Right now, it lies dormant on your nervous system. Once activated, it will take over the part of your brain responsible for memory recall. All our counsels, our secrets, even our very identities will be protected by that little device."

Denth looked dubiously at the wound on his hand.

"This little thing is going to hold all my memories?"

"Not quite. It only manages indexing and recall. Your brain still stores the information. But the mnemonic gateway is the only means of retrieving it. If you are ever captured, or forced to divulge information, simply break the gateway. Every memory formed since the activation will be gone."

Denth nodded slowly, understanding.

"So it's a memory wiper."

"More or less." The figure drew out a small device. "Are you prepared to activate it?"

Denth held out his hand.

"For our war. For the Imperium. All hail the Imperium."

"All hail."

The device touched his wound, and a buzz sounded. Denth blinked. He was sitting in a wooden chair, with a Cryptographer standing in front of him. He let out a cry of fear.

"What happened? Where am I?"

The Cryptographer snatched up his left hand and looked closely at it. It chittered excitedly.

Another Cryptographer rushed in, then another, and another. The four Cryptographers clustered around him, filling the air with their horrendous chittering. Their face-tentacles whipped around in a frenzy.

"What are you doing? Who are you?"

The Cryptographers stopped speaking and looked down at him. One of them reached out and caressed his face lovingly with its long, black talons. His body tried to recoil, but his nerves wouldn't respond.

"A... puzzle," it croaked.

"Memory... without... recall," said another.

"What... a... beautiful... puzzle."

"A... delicious... challenge... to... disassemble."

They descended on him, while a sad, unhealthy looking young man stood quietly by.

"Oh, Denth," the young man said. "You would have been far better off just talking."
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Admiral Stonefist nodded to the assembled Assistants. Kinnit handed him his scanner and took his stasis mug of coffee. Grimthorn took a deep breath and walked into the meeting of the Order of the Spear.

As soon as all the Admirals were out of sight, the Assistants clustered around Kinnit, startling her.

"Did you really escape a black hole?" Lieutenant Voth asked, leaning into her personal space.

"What was it like?" Lieutenant Daos asked, examining her minutely, as though he might find traces of black hole still stuck to her clothes.

"That's pretty hardcore," Lieutenant Solborne said, nodding in approval. "You look like a creampuff, but I wouldn't lay odds against you."

Kinnit laughed and backed up. They kept peppering her with questions until she had to recount the entire incident again.

"How did you calculate the shuttle's mass?" Solborne asked her once she was done.

"Ah, I used the onboard diagnostics to calculate the fuel remaining, and pulled the specs from the shuttle's database."

Solborne nodded.

"That's wild."

"You mean you calculated the orbital burn in your head?" Lieutenant Daos asked, pushing his glasses up his nose.

"No, no, I used the shuttle's console to do the calculations."

"Yeah, but those things don't have the orbital mechanics functions built in. And no visualizations."

"It's just numbers," Kinnit said uncomfortably.

"See, Voth," Solborne said, "you won't always have an orbital calculator handy. You should learn those formulas."

"I think I'd rather fall into a black hole, honestly," Voth said.

They laughed and carried on while the Admirals met.
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Grimthorn seated himself carefully in the conference room. There was a slightly different air in the room today.

They got through the opening administrivia. There was always a slight moment, a pause after the routine, where anybody who felt they had something important to say could speak up.

Admiral Cora Din pushed back her chair and stood.

"I want to make some comments about the recent activity in the Devaris sector."

Admiral Stonefist forced back a grimace, keeping his face smooth.

He'd promised Kinnit he would be better. He'd spent some time thinking through what that meant, and he'd realized that part of it was not letting people get under his skin so easily. Even people like Admiral Cora Din.

If this was the price of doing his job, of saving citizens, then so be it. If this was the price of being worthy of Kinnit, then so be it.

He would be better.

Admiral Cora Din cleared her throat.

"I want to formally thank Admiral Stonefist for his actions in the Devaris sector."

Grimthorn's mouth dropped open.

"He saved the Fifth Fleet from committing a terrible atrocity." She swallowed heavily. "I've spent a great deal of time lately thinking about what would have happened if he had not intervened. My fleet, we would have--" She swallowed again and took a moment to regain her composure. "Thank you, Admiral. I've filed for a formal commendation for your office."

"Ah," Grimthorn said. He had to mentally adjust. "Ah. Th-thank you, Admiral Cora Din. I appreciate the recognition, but really, it was my Assistant, Kinnit, who led us to the source of the problem. Without her, our intervention would have been... very costly."

Admiral Dermot snorted.

"Yes, we've all heard these, these fabulist tales floating around about your Assistant. Frankly, I find the whole thing bordering on ridiculous. I suspect she made it up to get some attention."

Grimthorn tensed.

"I suspect you should not speak so far beyond your intellect, Admiral Dermot," Admiral Cora Din snapped. Grimthorn's eyebrows popped up.

Did prim, prissy, paperwork-loving Cora Din just tell Admiral Dermot to shut up?

Dermot spluttered.

"Now see here," he said.

"You're ignorant," Admiral Cora Din said. "You weren't there. I was. I believe every word of it."

Admiral Dermot seethed in silence.

Grimthorn gave the table a moment for the tension to dissipate.

"So," he said, breaking the silence. "I've been thinking that Kinnit deserves a medal for her actions in Devaris sector..."

"That won't happen," Admiral Cora Din said.

Grimthorn took a deep breath, reeling back the first response that came to his lips.

"Why is that?" he asked mildly.

"CenCom won't allow it," she said. "Techterra is undergoing some unrest lately. There's a contingent of the city that feels as though Techterra should be free of Subject Species entirely."

"What? Why?"

She turned fully to Admiral Stonefist.

"This is why you should pay attention to the news," she said. "As Techterra is the home of CenCom, there are, naturally, concerns about security. There have been some incidents lately involving SS. It's led to some demonstrations, counter-demonstrations and so forth. Have you not been aware of any of this lately?"

Grimthorn tried to look past her tone. Probably she didn't mean to sound that snotty.

"I've been... preoccupied," he said.

"Well, the incidents and demonstrations have the populace concerned about SS. CenCom will not want to inflame tensions by publicly awarding an SS a medal."

"But none of that has anything to do with Kinnit's bravery!"

"And what she did has nothing to do with Techterra. They're responsible for the peace of the city. They don't care about who deserves medals. They care about calming down the political problems they have right now."

Grimthorn gritted his teeth. Admiral Cora Din was right. That was exactly the kind of soft-spined decision a bunch of landbound bureaucrats would make.

He took a breath.

"Very well. What you say makes sense. That being the case, perhaps you could give me a hearing about... a favor."

"Certainly."

"Your utility shuttle. The one Kinnit escaped in. I was wondering if we could work out an arrangement to have it transferred to the Ninth Fleet."

Admiral Cora Din raised an eyebrow.

"I didn't think you were the 'trophy' type."

"It's for Kinnit. She's developed an attachment to it. I thought it might be a nice little reward for her."

Admiral Cora Din thought for a moment. Then she smiled.
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Admiral Stonefist sat in the conference room afterward, making his notes on his scanner. Admiral Balia had been snoozing off and on during the meeting, but now he was fully awake.

"So. Your Assistant, eh?" old Admiral Balia said.

"Sir?" Grimthorn said, pretending to be focused on his notes.

"You know that's illegal, right?" Balia said.

The scanner clattered to the table from Grimthorn's suddenly nerveless fingers.

"S-sir?"

"A relationship with an SS. That's illegal."

"I'm not--I don't--"

"Young Grimthorn, I'm old, not stupid. Don't insult my intelligence."

"I haven't--haven't said anything to her. I won't. It will never go anywhere."

"Okay, you're not old, and you are stupid."

Grimthorn put his head in his hands.

"Is it so obvious?"

"If you know what to look for, yes. Facing down Cora Din to gift her a shuttle? For sentimental reasons? I suppose it's possible for you to have been more obvious. Theoretically."

"I should just forget about it."

"Can you?"

"I didn't say I could. Just that I should."

Balia grinned.

"Fair enough," he said.

"She just... she makes me want to be a better Admiral. A better citizen. She makes me want to be the man that she thinks I am."

Balia nodded.

"A good woman changes a man for the better. Sometimes I think it's the only thing that ever does."

"But I don't know where to go from here," Grimthorn said.

"I think you do," Balia said. Grimthorn lifted his head from his hands and looked at him. "Think about your first lesson. What are you prepared to sacrifice?"

Grimthorn sat quiet for a long moment.

"Everything but her," he said finally.


FORTY-TWO
REFLECTIONS


Grimthorn sat in his office and pretended to read his messages while Kinnit hummed and worked away at her desk.

Things had settled down some. Naturally there was an outrageous amount of follow-up paperwork from the incident on Devaris. And the scientists at the Imperial Science Academy were relentless with their questions for Kinnit.

Grimthorn had forwarded all the data from Digger to them, but they kept asking questions about Kinnit's process for slingshotting the black hole, about what she'd seen on the other side of the jumphole, how she'd performed her calculations, and on and on and on. Unfortunately, the jumphole she'd opened had already collapsed. As close as it had been to the black hole, it had decayed very quickly.

This also had the science community curious. Her desperate maneuver had opened a lot of questions about the interaction of jumpholes and black holes.

There was a lot of discussion about experimentally opening another jumphole near the event horizon of a black hole, but there was not yet any consensus on how to get meaningful data out of it. If they sent a probe through, and there was a black hole on the other end, the probe would simply be crushed. They clearly couldn't send a pilot through; that would be far too risky.

In any case, Kinnit had already written so much about the incident that she felt she was on the verge of creating another black hole just with the density of her writings. Grimthorn was fielding most of the emails for her now, and only forwarding the ones that, at the very least, asked new questions.

Grimthorn frowned at his email as more requests came through.

"If this goes on much longer, I'm going to have to get an Assistant for my Assistant," he muttered.

"I'm sorry, sir," she said.

"Nothing for you to be sorry about. Just an observation." He scoffed. "I wish these scientists would read what's already out there instead of just sending in more questions."

"Yes, sir."

And of course, there was Denth. The Cryptographers had had him for two weeks now, and had only gotten bits and pieces of information about the conspiracy out of him.

Grimthorn had to give the devil his due, he hadn't expected Denth to have the mental fortitude to stand up to the Cryptographers. People could surprise you in all kinds of ways. It was also possible that the Cryptographers weren't as difficult to resist as legend suggested.

Admiral Stonefist doubted that was the case, though. He shuddered, remembering his last meeting with them.

Just being in their presence--even in a friendly encounter--was jarring, demoralizing, and mentally draining. At best.

In any case, getting information out of Denth was going to be a slow process, which annoyed Admiral Stonefist.

The Cryptographers seemed strangely pleased about it all.

Admiral Stonefist turned back to his work, but his focus kept wandering away.

It felt impossible to work with her sitting right there.

He'd been thinking a great deal lately. He realized his earlier plan had been foolish. Confessing his feelings to her on the Ophir could have ended disastrously.

Well, not as disastrously as, say, an invasion force of Oryndrax attacking the Ophir. But it could have gone very poorly.

Firstly, it would have contextualized the whole trip around his confession. That was not what he wanted. He'd wanted to give her a just reward for her phenomenal work, not a blandishment for his confession.

Secondly, if she had not reciprocated his feelings--or even if she had felt lukewarm about it--it would have put her in a terribly awkward position. It would have made the rest of the vacation uncomfortable, and sullied what he'd hoped would be an unreservedly fun time. Plus, she might have felt pressured to pretend like she liked him, to keep the peace for the rest of the vacation.

He shook his head. What an idiot he was.

But not now. Now he knew exactly what he needed to do.

With renewed focus, he made his plans.
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Sehren Senn stood at the window, looking down on the city of Techterra, which carpeted the land as far as the eye could see. He sipped at an aromatic brew, an exotic tea from Beta Peleus. It had the unique property of vaporizing in open air, so it had to be prepared in a sealed vacuum container.

Since Denth's capture, Senn had gone through rage and terror and come to some strange calm land on the far side.

Recently, of course. He glanced across his apartment at the shattered glassware, overturned furniture, and smashed holo projector.

Clearly Denth had managed to break the mnemonic gateway, otherwise a troop of Marines would have already shown up at Senn's door.

Denth's loss was exceedingly problematic. Without a ranking military man on the council, Rax would not have a guaranteed military contract for his factories. That would make Rax harder to control, which would make it harder to use his Insectoids freely. And this loss would give Idrian more ammunition to needle him with. He would stay allied with the conspiracy, because he, too, was anxious for this war. That wouldn't keep him from spiking Senn's plans and making things more difficult, though.

All of this was just the prelude, though. Once the war was in place, sapping energy, money, and life from the Imperium, he could achieve his true goal.

He grinned as he thought of the faces in the conspiracy once his treachery was revealed. Idrian's sneer would dry up. Rax's jovial superiority would crumble. And even Denth's twisted honor would be thoroughly violated once he realized what they'd unleashed. If Denth were back in his right mind by that point.

But with this latest setback, all of Senn's dreams seemed further away than ever.

He grimaced.

He should probably try to recruit another military man. But for all his faults, Denth had been dead right about one thing: the Navy was bloated and sick, too full of career bureaucrats, goldbricks, and rank incompetents.

Even a conspirator couldn't find anyone worth subverting in that mess.

Well, not many.

There was one man worth subverting, at least. One man who kept succeeding in the face of all odds.

With that man on his side, Senn could sleepwalk through his plans.

But subverting Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist would be an accomplishment nearly on par with overthrowing the Imperium.

Senn stared down at the city. Seas of people protested along some of the streets, and smoke rose from fires set by malcontents.

A slow smile crept across Senn's face.

Of course Grimthorn had been winning. Senn had been thinking too small. Far too small.

He sipped his tea and smiled and watched the humanity below him, like tiny game pieces, surging down the streets of Techterra.
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Kinnit worked away happily at her desk. Though she only had half her brain on her work.

Kinnit was happy to be working for Grimthorn. She always had been, but after they'd been separated on the Ophir and through her captivity, the worst part of it all was when she thought she might never see him again. The thought had set up a strange ache in her heart.

Of course she was pleased to be back on the Swordheart, back among her friends. She loved her job and her work. She had increasingly high hopes for her people. But working diligently in the office next to Grimthorn, sharing coffee with him, chatting with him during downtime, these were the things she found herself treasuring lately.

She half-grinned to herself and shook her head. She was having such a strange reaction to having a good boss.

Though something had been different about Grimthorn lately. Or perhaps she'd only been thinking about him differently. But he'd seemed to be a little more patient, quicker to listen and slower to bark. Almost as though something had rounded off the pointiest bits of his personality.

Her console beeped.

Kinnit cocked her head at the newest message that had come across her console. It was from CenCom, but not a name she recognized. Perhaps it had been intended for Admiral Stonefist, but had been addressed incorrectly.

She shrugged and opened it.

To whom it may concern,

On behalf of the Imperial Navy, it is my honor to recognize Kinnit Kobold for her outstanding accomplishments while serving as Assistant on board the ISS Swordheart.

Her quick thinking and bravery have regularly contributed to the safety and glory of the Imperium, but never more so than her actions during the crisis on Devaris. Her bold actions and valor saved the Imperium from a devastating blow.

On behalf of Central Command, Imperial Navy, I extend my deepest gratitude and sincere congratulations to Kinnit for her exemplary performance. Her honor and dedication for the Imperium are an example to every serviceman in our Navy.

Sincerely, Commander Quom Ordren, Central Command

Kinnit gasped as she read, and her eyes sparkled.

"Sir! Admiral! I got a letter of commendation!"

Admiral Stonefist grimaced.

"Should have been a medal," he said shortly.

Kinnit looked crestfallen, and Grimthorn kicked himself.

"By which I mean you've earned a medal," he said, backpedaling quickly. "More than one. CenCom just won't allow it."

"I thought the letter was very nice," she said quietly.

"You're right, Kinnit. I'm sorry, I shouldn't have said that. Would you read it to me, please?"

Mollified, she read the letter out loud in a clear, happy voice. As she finished reading, she gave a short joyous nod.

"That's what it reads," she said.

Grimthorn's eyebrows rose.

"Commander Ordren? That's surprising. He's not usually the one to give commendations. Well, then."

Grimthorn stood and saluted her.

"I agree fully with Commander Ordren's commendation. You are a credit to the Navy, and to all Kobolds. With your permission, I'd like to get your commendation framed, so we can display it."

Kinnit glowed with pleasure and saluted him back.

"Of course, sir! All hail the Imperium!"

"All hail!"
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The Emperor of the Imperium sat on his throne and smiled.

His throne of blue marble perched at the top of a set of broad stairs on a platform. Gold inlay was tastefully applied to every edge and corner of the throne. The stairs and platform had no obvious supports. The throne room was expansive, with smooth white marble floors. Tall pillars ringed the room, supporting a ceiling covered with a mural that told the story of the founding of the Imperium.

There were no walls; the throne room was permanently open to the blue skies and eternally pleasant weather of the planet Olympus.

At the Emperor's elbow stood one of the Cryptographers.

"Tell me, friend," said the Emperor, laying a fatherly hand on the Cryptographer's arm. "What puzzles have your brothers been enjoying lately?"

The Cryptographer chittered and squeaked at length.

"I see." The Emperor nodded. "That is concerning. Do you think we should intervene?"

The Cryptographer spoke further.

"Well of course I'm concerned about this conspiracy! Conspiracies are as thick as grain in a sheaf of wheat. I've got at least three in my court right now. When one man builds, another seeks to take, always. But as you say, this one is different. More dangerous. There's something beyond the usual discontent with this one."

More chittering.

"That's a slimmer hope than I'd like. That the peace and glory of the Imperium balances on so thin a thread. Perhaps I should reach out to them."

The Cryptographer spoke further.

"Interesting." The Emperor looked thoughtful. "You say they'll come to me? Yes, given everything, I suppose it's inevitable."

The Emperor steepled his fingers and looked thoughtful.

"I very much look forward to meeting Admiral Stonefist and Assistant Kinnit."


FORTY-THREE
CONFESSION


Admiral Stonefist sat alone in his office. His plans were ready. He took a deep breath.

Today was the day. Whatever happened, he could take it. He was strong enough.

That's what he told himself, anyway.
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Kinnit popped out of bed at her usual time. She brushed her teeth and prepared her morning coffee.

She smiled and hummed as she caught up on a few messages on her scanner as she sipped her coffee. Nothing of real import came across her messages.

She relished her morning coffee as she sat at her desk in her quarters.

It was going to be a great day; she could feel it.

A tone sounded, bringing her to full alertness. Who was ringing her bell at this hour of the morning?

She opened her door to find a large box in the hallway. She cocked her head as she read the label.

It was addressed to her. The return label showed it was from "Ecliptica Lines, Inc."

She puzzled at it for a moment, then shrugged and dragged the box into her quarters.

She sliced through the tape with one claw, then carefully opened the box.

She gasped.

Kinnit reached in reverentially, and carefully lifted out the beautiful ballgown she'd worn on the Ophir. Its delicate structure had been carefully preserved.

With a happy squee, she hugged the dress. Then she carefully hung it in her closet. It dominated the small closet, pushing aside her uniforms.

She was tempted to put it back on. Just to see what she looked like in it again.

But it was getting to be time for her to get to the office. Maybe later.

The box also contained the horn danglers and sandals, along with the luggage she'd brought on board the Ophir. At the bottom of the box was a smaller box and a letter.

"Dear Miss Kinnit," the letter read.

"We are pleased to return to you your personal effects from your recent voyage. We deeply regret the unfortunate incident that cut short your time aboard the Ophir."

"Please accept our apologies for the incident. Enclosed is a voucher for a free cruise on any of our ships for you and one guest anywhere in the galaxy that we offer service."

"Additionally, as thanks for your actions on board the Ophir to secure the safety of the crew and passengers, please accept a lifetime VIP membership to our cruise lines. We are pleased and honored to welcome you on board our cruises at any time."

"Sincerely, Ecliptica Lines, Inc."

Kinnit smiled at the letter, then opened the box. A small crystal figurine of the Ophir was nestled inside. Her eyes lit with wonder as she drew it out. Its cunningly crafted facets caught the light, spraying dots of colored light around the room.

She spent slightly too long trapped in wonder at the little figurine. She realized she was going to be late to the office. She cackled with glee as she carefully packed the figurine back in the box.

She bounced to the office, a huge smile plastered across her face. She cheerfully greeted everyone she passed.

She arrived at the office and opened the door. As usual, Grimthorn was already there, hunched at his terminal, tapping away determinedly on the work of the morning.

"Good morning, sir!" she cried lustily. She skipped over to her desk and unpacked the little figurine. "Look what the cruise line sent me!"

He looked appreciatively at the little figurine.

"That's very nice. Good craftsmanship. This looks like Darcian crystal. Beautiful."

She beamed and set the figurine on her desk. She looked at it for a bit, then moved it to the other side of her desk. Then she moved it back again.

"The light's better over here," she said.

"Did you see what else came in?" Grimthorn asked. He pointed to the wall behind her desk.

She popped to her feet. Hanging over the desk was her commendation from CenCom, printed on rich slip stock and framed.

"Oh! Thank you, sir!" She paused to read it through again, a smile splitting her features. She nodded with satisfaction and sat down at her desk to start her day.

They worked for a few hours. She noticed that Grimthorn seemed preoccupied, and looked a little worried. She made a mental note to follow up and ask him about it later.

The ceiling flashed. Lunchtime.

Admiral Stonefist stood.

"Kinnit, would you care to join me for lunch?"

"Certainly, sir!"

They walked down to the mess hall and chatted lightly as they went.

"Lucy, good to see you," Grimthorn said as he walked in. "What have you got for me today?"

"We've got Reuben sandwiches today, hon."

"Fantastic. Load me up."

Admiral Stonefist and Kinnit got their food and sat down. The mess was crowded and boisterous. Several people flagged Kinnit down to say hello to her.

"So what's the occasion, sir?" she asked.

"I've got something to show you after lunch," he said. "I thought maybe we could take the afternoon off."

Kinnit paused with her sandwich halfway to her mouth. She was suddenly very curious. Grimthorn had a strange look about him. On anyone else, she might have thought it would be nerves, but Admiral Stonefist only looked... incredibly intense.

"Is... anything wrong, sir?"

"Wrong? No, no, of course not."

Kinnit nodded and bit into her sandwich.

After they'd eaten, they cleaned up and Kinnit followed Admiral Stonefist out of the mess. She was nervously keeping an eye out. The last time he'd had something for her after lunch, she'd been stabbed with a Qhall blade.

He didn't seem any less distracted this go-around.

But this time, instead of traveling up to the storage areas, the lift took them down to the docking bays.

He began speaking as they walked.

"It occurred to me," he said, "that it would be helpful for us to have our own transport. For quick jaunts around the fleet."

"Sir, did you--"

He paneled open the door to the docking bay. A freshly refitted and re-painted utility torpedo shuttle sat in the small bay. The craft designation "D16-6ER" was painted on the side.

"Digger!" Kinnit cried, and ran to the little shuttle. She hugged it awkwardly. Shuttles were not naturally constructed for hugging, but Kinnit managed.

"It's been updated to operate in atmosphere, though it won't be fast. The torpedo tubes are still operational. They're loaded with probes at the moment."

"Thank you, sir!" she said, still hugging the shuttle.

"I might recommend you bring a pilot with you next time, though."

She laughed and boarded. The interior had been reworked to add a couple of comfortable seats in the back, along with a small storage area.

"It's perfect," she said, sitting in one of the seats. "Digger's a good shuttle."

Grimthorn grinned.

"I'm glad you like it," he said.

"We should go somewhere!" she said, bouncing in the seat.

"Perhaps here soon," he said. He stepped down out of the shuttle.

He paused for a long moment. He appeared to be working himself up.

"Kinnit, can I show you something?" he said.

"Certainly, sir!" She closed the hatch and laid a possessive hand on the shuttle. "You're a good shuttle," she whispered before following Grimthorn to the lift.

Kinnit watched him as they walked. He still seemed off, somehow. Was he having a bad day? She hoped not. She was having an amazing day, and she hoped she could help him have a day at least half as good as hers.

"Thank you, sir," she said. "For Digger. It really means a lot to me."

Admiral Stonefist smiled and looked back at her.

"I'm glad," he said. Then he looked forward again and his smile vanished.

They wended their way back to the storage areas.

"Where are we going, sir?"

"I... I want to show you my favorite spot on the ship."

She looked around.

"Down here, sir?"

"Well, you know how there are little gaps in between modules on a ship? I guess you do. Many years ago, I found one and... well, let me show you."

He walked to the corner of a hallway and vanished. Kinnit gasped. She slowly approached. His head popped back into existence and she squeaked.

"It's an optical illusion. It looks like a corner, but really there's a gap here. Come and see."

She approached, and sure enough, there was a narrow gap right at the corner. She followed Grimthorn.

The gap went straight back about ten feet, then turned sharply to the right. There was a section with a low ceiling, which then opened out into a long, narrow area. It was just tall enough for Grimthorn to stand up in, but roomy enough to move around in easily.

It was warm and inviting. A rug had been laid down, and there was a sofa against one wall. Kinnit wondered how in the world Grimthorn had managed to wrangle a sofa through the tiny entrance into this area. A small table held a few books--actual, printed books, a luxury on a spaceship. A small lamp cast welcoming yellow light into the room.

Most shockingly, there was a long portal on the wall opposite the sofa. It showed all the glorious universe in grand splendor, stars winking.

"Sir, this is amazing," she breathed. "How in the world did you find this? And why is there such a large portal in here?"

"I found it mostly by accident," he admitted. "After I was first assigned to the Swordheart, I wanted to reorganize some things. The previous Admiral had been a bit sloppy, and left some cargo in the hallway. I was cleaning up, dragging a crate around when I chanced across it. As for the portal... I have no idea. I don't know what combination of bad engineering or sloppy construction left this here. But I've been glad of it, over the years."

He gazed intently through the portal.

"This has often been my refuge," he said. "When everything got to be too much, I'd come back here. It was the only place I had to escape from... everything. But I haven't been back here since you've come on board."

Kinnit marveled at the cozy space.

"This is beautiful, sir. I can see why you'd love it. But why are you showing this to me?"

Grimthorn took a deep breath. Kinnit realized with growing alarm that he was nervous. Admiral Stonefist. Nervous.

The man had faced down an Insectoid fleet riding nothing but a civilian cruise ship, and hadn't popped a bead of sweat. He'd taken on a dark conspiracy that threatened the entire Imperium, with nary a hair out of place. He'd gone to battle with other Admirals of the fleet, risking his career, and everything he'd worked for, and never once acted as though the outcome was in any doubt.

And now he was nervous?

"Kinnit, I--here, take this."

He handed her his scanner. She scrolled through the data.

"Sir, these are transfer orders. For me."

"I've already sent them to your scanner. They're all three very fine positions. Captains Hennis and Gallamby are part of the Ninth, if you want to stay in the fleet. Captain Rann is in the Fifth, if you want to change fleets. Admiral Cora Din is--perhaps a better Admiral than I'd realized. Of course, if you would rather go back to Captain Hawkins, that can be arranged as well. They've already been approved. All you have to do is sign one and the transfer will go through, without issue."

Kinnit's throat closed up. Was he getting rid of her? Now?

"S-sir?" she asked, her voice on the edge of tears. "D-do you want me to go?"

He faced away from her, looking at the stars. His hands were clasped behind his back, but his fingers squeezed each other nervously.

"I most emphatically do not," he said quietly. "But I'm going to tell you something, and I want you to know that no matter how you react, it will not affect your career in the Navy. You will always have a place in the Imperium, I promise you this."

"Sir?" she said, her alarm evident.

He turned back to her.

"Kinnit, sometimes--see, there are laws in place for good reason. I believe that, but laws are imprecise, you see. And Navy regulations, though they sometimes feel very burdensome, they're actually for your own good. My own good. And when we--"

"Admiral, what are you talking about?" Kinnit nearly wailed.

Grimthorn's rambling speech crashed to an ignominious stop. He gazed deep into her eyes.

"Kinnit, it's selfish, but I want more between us. I've--I've developed feelings for you."

Kinnit's world shrank in around her. Her brain hard-locked as she tried to process his words. Surely he couldn't mean what it sounded like? It didn't even make sense. But there he stood, the avatar of the Imperium, the icon of honor, the tower of strength for ten thousand species, and he was trembling, waiting for her answer.

"Wh-what?" she said.

She saw his face, his crestfallen expression, his sagging shoulders. Then she watched him steel himself and set his jaw.

"Kinnit, I love you."

She stood stunned, her mouth hanging open in disbelief.

Admiral Stonefist. In love. With her?

In a rush, so many things became so clear. Not just about him, but about herself. Her feelings. Even the ways she'd been acting. Her thoughts crystallized in a flash.

She crashed into him, flinging her arms around his neck and squeezing so tightly she could hear his joints crack. Her head nestled into his neck, and tears poured from her. His arms came up behind her, hesitantly at first, then with growing confidence, hugging her, pressing her to him.

"It's not a lie, is it?" she said, her voice unsure. "It's not a trick? Say it's not a trick."

He pulled his head back enough to look deep into her eyes. Tears pooled in them, her luminous gaze enrapturing him again as it had every time he allowed himself to look into it.

"Kinnit, I could never lie about that."

She sobbed and hugged him again, nestling into him.

"Yes, Grimthorn! Yes, and yes, and yes! I want to be with you! Forever. I love you, Grimthorn."

She felt the trembling in his arms at her words. He clung to her ever more tightly.

They spent a long moment in each other's arms. Kinnit pulled back again, and Grimthorn was lost in her eyes. She had her broad smile on, tears still sparkling on her cheeks.

"I love you," she said, trying the words on. They felt good. They felt right.

"I love you," he said back, and that felt even better.

For once, everything was right in the universe.


PART TWO


FORTY-FOUR
SUBVERSION


Bal Callat carefully pushed the broom across his restaurant. His brow, already lined with long years, furrowed with concentration.

Ordinarily this would be Mira's job, but she was lying down in the bedroom. She'd been having the spells more often lately, and he tried to help where he could.

He pushed the dust aggressively across the floor. He and Mira had been running their restaurant in Techterra for close to thirty years. When they'd started, the menu had been foods from their home system of Lliri, a Terran colony. They'd quickly expanded. Techterra was a waypoint for all kinds of species, from all kinds of worlds, and Bal was only too happy to serve every one of them, regardless of who or what they were.

What had begun as a way to make a living had turned into a personal mission for Bal. Seeing his restaurant full of variety, of every kind of person enjoying his food, filled his heart with contentment. And he loved to talk with them, sharing stories of his home in his broken Standard, listening to their stories in turn. Every traveler had a story, and he was anxious to hear them. Over the years, he'd made many friends, and was well-liked in the community.

Bal stabbed at a particularly stubborn spot on the floor with his broom.

Complacent. Unthankful. That's what he'd become. He'd thought that life would always be nice. That peace, harmony, and kindness were the natural order of things.

But with the latest troubles... Bal sighed. Subject Species would no longer sit next to citizens. They'd choose a table on the other end of the restaurant. The Imperial citizens, likewise, chose tables away from the SS. His restaurant, like his city, was splitting in two.

Bal loved Techterra. He loved its people--all of them--and it hurt his heart to see them dividing.

The news lately was full of violence. Bal's frown deepened. Why couldn't the news show good things? The only thing they ever served was fear and anger.

"Eat all poison, and what you expecting?" he muttered to himself. "All society eating bad poison all the time. Getting sick. Getting sad."

He was nearly done with the sweeping when shadows outside caught his eye. He looked out through the plate glass window in front of his restaurant. Twilight was falling, and the gloom was settling over the street. Bal peered into the uncertain light. He was able to make out three figures in the street.

Saurians. With yellow-and-black armbands. Bal frowned. Saurians were fine; he had no problems with the lizardmen. The armbands were a problem. They were the mark of agitators, violent and unpredictable.

"We closed!" he yelled through the window. "No food now!"

The Saurians grinned in a way Bal very much did not like. Two of them lifted something heavy between them. They swung it back and forth a couple of times and heaved it at the window.

It smashed through the plate glass, spraying twinkling shards of crystal across the freshly swept floor.

"Hey!" he shrieked in outrage. "I not part of your politics! You leave my restaurant alone!"

The Saurians fled, chortling.

A flicker drew his eye to the heavy bundle that had violated his restaurant. It was indistinct, but a small readout showed red numbers ticking downward.

He dropped his broom and bolted for the stairs and his wife.

"Mira!" he screamed.

He was only halfway to the stairs when the bomb went off.
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Senn chuckled and leaned back in his chair. He tossed his scanner on the table, still dialed in to the Imperial Clarion. Part of a headline was visible:

"Tensions Rise as Beloved Restaurant Owner and Wife Murdered by SS Terror..."

"You see?" Senn said. "I promised you success, and here we are."

Idrian, the conspirator from the court, scoffed.

"So one dead fry cook is a success?" he sneered.

"I don't see how this improves the bottom line," added Rax, the industrialist. "I mean, rah rah for heightened tension in Techterra, but that's not war. We need war."

"Gentlemen, gentlemen, where's your faith?" Senn asked.

"In a prison cell next to Captain Denth," Idrian muttered.

Senn was feeling so pleased that he didn't even rise to Idrian's bait.

"This is the first step of a larger plan," he said. "What is our greatest problem right now?"

"Admiral Stonefist," Idrian and Rax said simultaneously.

"Wrong," Senn said, smiling. "Admiral Stonefist is just a mad dog. Our real problem is the brain behind him, this Assistant of his."

"What does that matter?" Rax asked. "Admiral Stonefist is a problem either way."

"Right, but if we separate him from his Assistant--"

"We tried that."

Senn shook his head with a smile.

"Denth tried to take them on directly. That's why he's in the hands of the Cryptographers now. But a direct approach won't work against those two."

"So... tearing down Techterra solves the problem?" Idrian asked. His tone mixed airy contempt with snideness in a way that nearly always managed to raise Senn's hackles.

But today was different.

"Think about it. Techterra is the home of Central Command. The fleet is the heart of the Imperial Navy, but Techterra is its brain. If we want to change the course of Naval policy, we do it in Techterra."

"Oh, who cares about Imperial bureaucracy?" barked Rax. "I've got CapEx pouring into dozens of new weapons factories! The board's set to skin me if I don't have something to show for it soon! And I'm still paying for Oryndrax! These Saurians aren't cheap either!"

"Stop thinking about money for a second, and think about power," Senn said. "We can't separate Admiral Stonefist and his Assistant. But the Navy can."

Rax raised an eyebrow.

"How do you mean?"

"The SS are violent. They're uncontrollable, barely sentient. Otherwise, they'd be full citizens, see?"

"That's ridiculous. What are you talking about?" Idrian sneered.

Senn's temper frayed.

"I'm talking about developing a prevailing narrative!" he snapped, slamming a hand down on the table. "That's the narrative! That SS can't be trusted! I want the Navy brass thinking 'If we're having trouble controlling them in Techterra, what are they up to in the fleet?' It won't be long before they decide that it's too dangerous to have any of these unstable SS in any sensitive positions. Don't you see? That gets this Assistant away from Admiral Stonefist!"

"But if it's only in Techterra..."

"That's the beauty of it! It doesn't matter how safe the statistics say the SS are if a restaurant on your street burns down. And if it happens three times in a month, then obviously the statistics are wrong. Techterra is where the leadership is, Techterra is where we'll change their minds!"

Silence filled the room as the other two conspirators thought through things.

"Fair enough," Rax said finally. "But once we separate them, then what?"

"Then on to phase two." Senn chuckled darkly. "I've been missing having a Hand on the ISS Swordheart, but I've picked the next one I want."

The other conspirators leaned forward.

"Admiral Stonefist himself."

Idrian burst into laughter.

"You've taken leave of your senses, man," he scoffed. "You're going to turn Admiral Stonefist? Do you have a magical universe inverter ray hidden away somewhere?"

Senn smiled broadly and began laying out his plan. As he spoke, the other conspirators' expressions slowly changed: from skepticism, to shock, then to grins of cruel anticipation.
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Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist smiled as he sat at his desk, typing away diligently. His typing trailed off as his eyes traveled over to the other desk in his office where Kinnit the Kobold was working.

Her pale red skin glowed under the indirect lighting of the office. She smiled happily as she typed, rocking in her seat and humming, her tail swinging in time to the song.

His gaze fixed on her for a long moment, drinking in her form. His heart swelled. It almost didn't seem real that she had opened her heart to him. Him, of all people! Scarred, miserable, and angry as he was, she still was willing to... to have a relationship with him.

A girlfriend. The word still felt strange to him. For as long as he'd carried a torch for her, having actually succeeded was a shock to his system, and he was trying to figure out what it meant to be a boyfriend. He grinned at the thought.

They were still working out the particulars of what all that meant, and how to go about it. His expression turned sour as his gaze settled on the thin band of gold around her neck. It was her collar, her designation as a Subject Species--an SS--and it kept her out of many places in the Imperium.

It made their relationship very, very illegal.

And he didn't care.

His frown melted as he drank in her features, now that he could do so without reservation.

She glanced over at him. She set her chin on her hand and gave him a sly look, her eyes half-lidded. A knowing smile crept across her face.

"Grimthorn? Are you getting distracted from your work?"

"That would be inappropriate," he said gruffly, "and a misuse of Naval time."

She arched an eyebrow at him.

"Yes," he said.

She giggled, and he grinned.

"I'm just setting up some inspection schedules for the fleet," he said. "I've been lax on that for a while. Now that things have calmed down, I need to get us back into fighting shape. What are you working on, Kinnit?"

"The fleet's jump routes for the Oryndrax operation. I'm glad we're finally going to seal them off. I know it's probably not right to say, but I'll be happy if I never see another Oryndrax again." She shuddered. She still screamed herself awake some nights, shaking violently at the memory of the heavy, scratchy press of cold Insectoid bodies swarming over her with those rough, ticklish feet.

"We should core out their homeworld," Grimthorn said. "It would only be fair after what they did to Krivax."

Kinnit frowned disapprovingly at him.

"Though I can see how sealing them off is a more humane approach," he added slowly. "And we still have a lot of them to deal with. There are a whole lot of bugs still in Vylar fighters somewhere out there. This just keeps the problem from getting worse."

"Do you think they'll put up a fight?"

"I hope so."

Kinnit frowned, but Grimthorn held his ground.

"We'll be collapsing every jumphole within twelve light-years of their system. That will effectively cut them off from the rest of the galaxy until they develop their own jumphole technology, which will happen shortly after never. They're certain to respond militarily." Grimthorn grinned mirthlessly. "Our Ninth Fleet will be there to meet that response."

She sighed.

"It does seem a little cruel. The galaxy is so huge and wonderful. It's a shame to seal anybody off from it."

"Oryndrax don't see the galaxy that way," he said shortly. "To a bug, the only thing of interest is what they can eat and where they can... make more bugs. Besides, there will still be one jumphole left. With a really big cannon pointed at the exit, in case they get froggy again. But if they ever decide to become friendly with the Imperium, there's a way out for them."

Kinnit nodded.

"That's a reasonable approach, I guess. Still, it would be so much better if everyone would just understand how wonderful the Imperium is."

Grimthorn smiled indulgently. Kinnit was so devoted to the ideals of the Imperium.

"Labor, Honor, Gloria," he said.

"All hail the Imperium," she responded.

They shared a smile and got back to work.


FORTY-FIVE
INSPECTION


Admiral Stonefist pushed his chair back and stood up from his desk.

"It's time, Kinnit," he said. His face settled into a deep frown, and an air of disapproval radiated from him.

"Yes, sir," she said, collecting her things. She followed him out of the office.

It was time for Admiral Stonefist to start doing something he hadn't in far too long. He'd allowed years of discouragement to grind him down, shirking his duties.

Well, no more.

People in the hallway made themselves scarce as he came through, his glower scouring the halls. Word had already gone out to the entire fleet.

It was Inspection Day.

Kinnit had not seen Grimthorn in "inspection mode," but she'd gathered enough from the stories that floated around. She had an idea of how it usually went.

Admiral Stonefist could be exceedingly particular about how the ships of the Ninth Fleet were run.

It was fair, in a way--Grimthorn held himself to an impossibly high standard, but he only had unrealistically high standards of everyone around him.

They marched down to one of the small docking bays under the ship. Kinnit nearly had to run to keep up. She could see Grimthorn's temper rising, and they weren't even off the ship yet.

"A calmer approach might be more effective, sir," she said.

"What do you mean? I'm calm."

"You seem tense. This the first inspection in a while, maybe you could use a lighter touch?"

"They've had a light touch." He pinched his lips, and his voice quieted. "Three years since my last inspection. I hadn't realized it had been so long." He shook himself. "Well, let's see what a light touch has netted us so far. Who's our first ship?"

Kinnit looked at her scanner.

"The ISS Euphorion. It's a food service ship."

Grimthorn nodded.

"One of the most important ships in the fleet, then."

Kinnit quirked a half-smile, assuming it was a joke, but Grimthorn looked like he was in a decidedly un-joking mood.

"Sir? It's not a militarily significant vessel..."

Grimthorn raised an eyebrow at her.

"And how long do you think the fleet flies without food? I'd sooner run out of ion shells than biscuits. A soldier short on ammunition or support can come up with a creative solution. A hungry soldier can only think of one thing."

"Understood, sir."

They arrived at the docking bay. The pilot was already standing by.

Kinnit hurried over to her shuttle.

"Hi, Digger!" she said, patting the little shuttle.

"Dabrini, good to see you again," Grimthorn said, saluting the pilot. "You up for flying me around the fleet?"

"Always, sir!" Iluna Dabrini said with a smile. She could smile because she knew she wasn't up for inspection today.

They boarded. Admiral Stonefist and Kinnit took the comfortable seats in the back while Dabrini took her seat in the pilot's console.

"Let me know how the shuttle handles," Grimthorn said. "We've made some non-standard modifications on a utility frame. The handling may not be quite what you're used to."

"Understood, sir," said Dabrini.

"Don't listen to him, Digger! You're a good shuttle," Kinnit said quietly, patting the arm of the chair.

The bay cleared, the doors opened, and the little shuttle was vented out into space. Dabrini turned the nose deeper into the fleet and the engines flared.

Kinnit relaxed back in the seat, smiling. She'd developed an affection for the little shuttle that had saved her life.

Grimthorn looked over at her and gave her a crooked smile.

"So, Kinnit, do you want to see one of the new features we added to Digger?"

Kinnit sat upright.

"Of course, Grimthorn!" She glanced at the pilot, remembering they weren't alone. "Um, sir."

Grimthorn punched a command on the armrest console and leaned back in his chair with a smug smile.

The walls of the shuttle flickered and vanished, exposing a glorious spray of stars. A nearby nebula loured, tall and proud and stern. They slid through the Ninth Fleet that surrounded them, ships appearing as bright pinpricks against the starry backdrop of the galaxy.

The interior of the shuttle--walls and ceiling--had been converted into one large portal. Grimthorn and Kinnit appeared to be on a small platform floating in space. The only thing blocking the view was the pilot's console, their seats, and the floor.

Nobody would ever actually cut a hole in a ship just to look through, of course--that would be far too dangerous. But with a combination of powerful sensors and ultra-high density displays, one could create the illusion of a portal. Grimthorn had just had them turn the whole interior into a portal.

Kinnit gasped in wonder.

"Grimthorn, it's beautiful," Kinnit said, enraptured. She unconsciously laid her hand on his. She twisted around in her seat to look in every direction, her eyes happily glued to the galaxy.

"I'm glad you like it, Kinnit," he said softly, looking calm and relaxed for the first time that day. He gazed at her like she gazed at the galaxy.

Iluna Dabrini flicked an eye back at them, but mostly managed to keep her focus on her flying.

Kinnit stayed on the edge of her seat for the rest of the flight, taking in the stars.
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They landed on the ISS Euphorion. After getting clearance, Dabrini settled the shuttle gently onto the landing dock.

Admiral Stonefist shut down the surrounding display, and his sour mood settled back onto his shoulders.

The hatch opened. Before Grimthorn stepped out, Kinnit laid a hand on his arm.

"Keep a positive attitude, sir," she said.

"I will," he growled. "I'm positive this is going to be a disaster." He stepped out of the shuttle.

Baxter Tarmin, Captain of the Euphorion, stood in the docking bay, his hands nervously clasping each other.

"Admiral! How wonderful to see you!" he said, scuttling forward.

Admiral Stonefist's eyes swept past the Captain.

"Cargo left in the docking bay. Gigged."

Kinnit nodded and added a note to her scanner.

"Ah, yes, well that's... just a temporary situation, Admiral," Tarmin said, sweating. "If we'd known you were coming, we'd have--"

"If you'd known I was coming, it wouldn't be a surprise inspection. Besides, it's not about what I like. It's about running a ship well. How long has that been there?"

"Ah... you know, I'm not sure..." Captain Tarmin was not willing to lie. He felt, somehow, that Admiral Stonefist would know if he tried to fib.

"Six months," Kinnit said as she scanned the crates and cross-referenced them with the log data. "Looks like reactor coolant and parts for Engineering."

"Poor inventory management. Gigged," Grimthorn said. "Dangerous compounds stored outside approved areas. Gigged."

"Oh, Admiral," Captain Tarmin said, "surely these minor oversights are not worth... uh..."

The Captain petered out as Admiral Stonefist turned a furious stare on him.

"Have you ever seen a coolant rupture, Captain? Do you have any idea what that would do to your landing bay? One clumsy shuttle pilot, and you'd be knee-deep in slime for a week." Admiral Stonefist turned away. "Perhaps you haven't read the Navy regs on dangerous materials handling and storage. I'll forward you a copy so you can read it. In depth."

"Ah... yes, sir," Tarmin said, wilting. "I... didn't know the crew had left it here."

Grimthorn sneered at the man.

"It's your ship, Captain. Your ship, your responsibility. Don't blame your subordinates. Make them better or get rid of them. That's your duty."

Captain Tarmin hunched further into himself.

"Of... of course, Admiral."

"And stand up straight, for the Emperor's sake. You represent the Imperium! Or you should."

"Of--of course, sir." Tarmin straightened.

"Now. I didn't come to look at your docking bay, I came to look at Engineering. Though I shudder to think what we'll find there."

Admiral Stonefist turned and walked toward Engineering.

Trying to keep his back straight, Captain Tarmin followed.
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Several hours later, Admiral Stonefist stepped out of Engineering. His lips were pinched tightly in fury. Kinnit followed him, her scanner full of gigs.

"I understand now, sir," she said quietly. "Why you were--irritable. I thought all the ships of the Ninth would be like the Swordheart. I didn't realize they would be so... so dangerously sloppy." She clenched her teeth. "Don't they realize they're risking people's lives with their sloth? Shouldn't they be doing the best work they can for the Imperium? Don't they know their duty is important?"

"They will," Grimthorn said.

Captain Tarmin came out of Engineering. He was pale, and looked as though he'd lost ten pounds since Admiral Stonefist had come on board.

Admiral Stonefist turned to him.

"I'm sorry, sir," Captain Tarmin said. "That will be corrected. All of it. You're right. That's inexcusable."

"Captain, I understand that these are difficult circumstances. But they won't be made easier by ignoring them."

The beset Captain nodded miserably.

"We'll be engaging in active combat in a couple of weeks. That reactor--"

Captain Tarmin held up his hand.

"I understand, Admiral. I... didn't know it was that bad. Which I should have," he said, forestalling Grimthorn's next comment. "I should have. I have no excuse. It's just--it's been hard to make people care. Even myself."

Grimthorn laid a hand on the Captain's shoulder.

"I understand the lure of despair. I was... caught up in that myself, until recently." Grimthorn's eyes cut over to Kinnit. "But we need to get this fleet combat-ready. Enemies of the Imperium are multiplying. We have work to do."

Captain Tarmin nodded.

"Cut as many crew as you need to," Grimthorn said. "Better to run on a skeleton crew than to keep freeloaders and dead weight. They're a drain on morale. Keep the ones who still have a heart for the Imperium."

"I understand."

"I'll be back in a few weeks to follow up. I want you to know that I'll support you in what you need to do. Get your ship back on track."

"Yes, sir, Admiral." A small fire lit in Tarmin's eyes. "I will make this ship worthy of the Ninth Fleet."

Tarmin straightened up and saluted.

"All hail the Imperium!" he cried.

Admiral Stonefist and Kinnit saluted back.

"All hail!" they responded.
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Koro Melemann smiled, radiating trustworthiness. He was a Lutrin, an otter-shaped species. He oozed charm, his beady eyes glittering as though sharing a private joke with whoever he was speaking with.

He sat in a chair in CenCom, facing the Commander of the Imperial Navy.

"It's very kind of you to see me, Commander Ordren," Koro said, his whiskers quivering with sincerity. "I know you must be very busy as head of Central Command here in Techterra."

"Of course, of course," Commander Ordren said, waving his hand. "It's no problem. Always happy to talk with our noble reporters of the Imperial Clarion."

"You're very kind, sir. I'm just a humble journalist." Koro spun up a document on his scanner. "Would you mind if I recorded our interview?"

"That's fine."

"Excellent, sir. I'm happy to let you review my article and recording before we go to press."

"Excellent."

Koro looked at his notes.

"So the top concern on the minds of the Clarion's subscribers is about the troubles with our Subject Species."

"Naturally."

"Can you speak to the safety protocols in place here in the city?"

Commander Ordren shifted in his chair.

"Ah, that's primarily the purview of local law enforcement," he said.

"Of course, sir. But as a military center, certainly Central Command has an interest in the security of the city?"

"Naturally, yes. We are working with law enforcement to provide tactical and logistical support, along with some troops in strategic locations."

Koro visibly relaxed.

"Oh, that's very comforting news, sir. Our subscribers will be very relieved to know that the brave men and women of Central Command are protecting us from this threat. Are you able to elaborate?"

"Well, I can't speak to specifics. Operational security, you understand."

"Of course, sir."

"But we're monitoring the activities of agitators closely. We have our intelligence apparatus gathering information about these groups, and it is only a matter of time until we capture their leaders and put them all out of business."

"That's wonderful to hear, sir. Many of our subscribers have expressed their fears of these Subject Species in Techterra, so close to our vital military minds."

"Yes, well, rest assured that none of these agitators have breached any of our military facilities."

"That's a relief," Koro said. "But what about the SS that work for the Navy?"

"I'm sorry?"

"Well, the Navy employs many SS, do you not?"

Commander Ordren grinned uncertainly.

"Oh. Of course."

"And SS are prone to... misbehavior, of course. Otherwise, they'd be full citizens of the Imperium, just like you and me."

"Yes, well... yes."

"Our subscribers are concerned about species, perhaps with split loyalties, in our important military facilities. SS that are violent. SS that don't share our love of the Imperium."

"Well, SS are prevented from entering sensitive areas, of course. The collars, you see, keep them out of truly important areas. And those collars are managed by the Cryptographers. Not a single one has ever been cracked."

"Oh, that is comforting." Koro made some notes on his scanner. "Of course, I'm sure no SS are in any positions of authority or importance in the military?"

"They--" Commander Ordren swallowed. "Of course not. In fact, in fact--" he paused. "In light of the recent violence, we're actually reviewing our policies about the positions of the SS in our Navy."

"That is good news, Commander. Excellent news. Our many subscribers will be so happy to hear that." Koro Melemann hopped down out of his chair. "It is a turbulent time, but in the midst of this chaos, it is comforting to know that the best of the Imperium is keeping us safe." Koro held out his paw for a handshake. "I thank you for your time, Commander. It has been a real pleasure speaking with you."

"Of course, any time." The Commander shook Koro's paw.

Koro waddled out of the Commander's office. He beamed his broad, trustworthy, genuine smile on passersby.

Koro knew Sehren Senn would be pleased.


FORTY-SIX
BUREAUCRACY AND COMMENCEMENT


Admiral Stonefist seethed.

Kinnit glanced over at him. They were in their office, working. Grimthorn hadn't said anything, but the way he was pounding the keys on his console made his mood clear.

"What's wrong, sir? More fallout from the inspection?"

"Hmm? Oh, no. I just got a message from CenCom."

"Oh." Kinnit understood that Grimthorn was powerfully annoyed by the Naval top brass. She found it hard to relate, since the last message she'd gotten from CenCom had been so nice. "What do they have to say?"

"Nothing important." He turned away from her.

She set her hands on her hips, facing him.

"Grimthorn," she said warningly.

"Agh." He ran his hands through his hair. "It's stupid. Just more bureaucracy."

"CenCom has new bureaucracy all the time. What's got you upset? Why don't you want to tell me?"

Grimthorn sighed.

"Fine. I got this message: 'Central Command is reviewing its policies regarding Subject Species in the Imperial Navy. As you have a Subject Species reporting directly to you, please prepare reports regarding their responsibilities and activities.'"

Kinnit shrugged.

"So they want more reports. What's the big deal?"

"This kind of message is usually a preliminary. They're planning something, laying the groundwork for some kind of shakeup. I don't even want to know what kind of stupid new policy they're going to come up with for dealing with the SS." He gazed worriedly at the slim golden collar fused to the flesh of her neck.

"I think you're being too sensitive, sir. I'm sure it's just bureaucrats in the Navy making more work for everyone else, as usual."

"I hope so," he said quietly. His eyes stayed fixed on her collar.
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Later that evening, Kinnit sat in mess, sipping a cup of Navy coffee--which was like real coffee, only crunchier. It was comforting, though, and Kinnit had developed a taste for it.

Lucy the Velspyn server sat across from her, taking a break. Her long, spidery limbs held her own cup of coffee.

"So what's new with you, hon? Anything exciting?"

"Not really. We've been focused on these inspections. The inspections have been going... Well, they've been enlightening."

"Oh?"

"I don't want to say anything bad about anyone specific. But some of our ships are not in good shape."

"Mmhmm." Lucy drank some of her coffee. "I've heard the Admiral has been lighting people up."

"He is, but he's not just being mean." She ground her teeth. "People should take pride in their work. They're in the legendary Ninth Fleet! They should act like it!"

"I hear you, hon. Speaking of, how is our Admiral treating you? Have you two worked things out? He's not still being weird around you, is he?"

Kinnit flushed, and an uncertain grin crept across her face. She looked down at the table and fiddled with her coffee mug.

"Oh... oh no. We're... working together well, now."

Lucy raised an eyebrow.

"How well?"

Kinnit's head came up.

"Um. You know, like good work colleagues. An effective team."

Lucy smiled slyly.

"Oh? Just work colleagues? There's not a little something spicier there?"

Kinnit blanched.

"O-of course not! That would be illegal! And wrong!"

Lucy laughed.

"Hon, nobody on board cares about that kind of thing. Terrans will be Terrans."

"It's not funny, Lucy! There are still real consequences, all the way up to CenCom! Grimthorn can't afford to get embroiled in a, a scandal. Even the rumor of an inappropriate relationship--" Kinnit's face flamed scarlet. "Not that there is one! But they'd drag him into an investigation and cause all kinds of problems." Kinnit sagged. "He's already got to deal with so much."

Lucy patted her hand.

"Don't worry, hon, I won't spread rumors." Lucy sipped some more coffee. "I don't think anybody on board would mind, though. It would be a smart pairing. Anyway, if something like that were going on--" she laughed and held up a hand as Kinnit opened her mouth in a panic. "Not that I'm saying there is! But people aren't blind. They'd figure it out pretty quick."

Kinnit stared blindly into her cup of coffee, her mind wheeling.
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Later that evening, Kinnit was snuggled with Grimthorn in his hidey-hole. Their hidey-hole now, she supposed. The long, low nook was still warm and comforting, but she'd brought in a few touches: a small flower vase for the table, and a few prints for the walls. Mostly sweeping, dramatic prints of nebulae or galaxies.

Grimthorn sat on the sofa reading a physical copy of "Origin of the Imperium", held open in his left hand. Kinnit was snuggled under his right arm, spinning through some technical specs on the ships of the Navy.

They'd been making a habit of meeting there in the evenings to spend time together. It was more private than anywhere else on board and more intimate than the office.

She snuggled closer into him, rocking her shoulders back and forth. She let out a long, satisfied sigh. It had been a long time since she had been in the embrace of the Clamber, the close pile of Kobolds that shared warmth, contact, and communication. She tried a little of the touch-language of the Kobolds on him.

"Ehehe," he said, not looking up from his book. "That tickles."

She smiled. He didn't understand, but it was fine. She rested her head on his chest.

"Grimthorn?"

"Mmhmm?"

"Maybe you could come visit my homeworld sometime."

He raised his eyebrows and laid his book aside.

"Oh? Yes, I suppose that makes sense. It would be good for me to learn more about your people."

She laughed a little.

"I meant that you could meet my family and stuff," she said. "Come be part of the Clamber for a while."

"Oh!" He looked very thoughtful for a long moment. "That's a good idea. Maybe after the Oryndrax operation."

She smiled and snuggled into him more. Her mood grew somber.

"Do you think we'll be okay?"

"Oh, certainly. The Oryndrax won't be expecting us at all."

"No, I mean... us. What if people find out? What would happen to us?"

Grimthorn paused even longer.

"Honestly, I don't know," he said quietly. "I only know that I will stand beside you, regardless of what happens." He squeezed her. "I am yours, and I will do anything to be with you. Anything. Quit the Navy, run to the far corners of the galaxy if we have to."

Kinnit laid her head back on his chest, listening to his breathing.

"Don't talk like that," she said. "I love the Imperium, and I love you. I want both." She rubbed her head on him. "I know it's selfish, but I want both."

Her breathing slowly evened out and she drifted into a snooze. He sat thinking for a long time, staring at the cover of his book.
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"Alright people, eyes up," Grimthorn said. He stood on the captain's dais of the ISS Swordheart, addressing the Ninth Fleet. "We have the element of surprise, but we're going to be sealing off a whole system. The bugs will not be happy once they figure out what we're up to. Be prepared for heavy resistance."

"Intel suggests that most of their fleet should be docked. I want cruisers hitting those docks hard and fast. Every ship that's locked into a damaged dock is one we don't have to shoot down."

"Recon ships with fighter escorts will enter first and scan the system. Next will be cruisers. Recon will comm the dock locations to the cruisers. While the cruisers are knocking out their docks, destroyers will enter and start hitting their defenses. Be prepared for lots of fighters. Their fighters aren't tough, but they'll have many thousands of them."

"We'll be streaming in from six jumpholes simultaneously. Thank you, Kinnit, for your work on that nav plan." He smiled indulgently at her. "Hopefully we'll be hitting them from too many directions too fast for them to mount a coherent defense."

"Once the entire fleet is in the system, torpedo shuttles will fire quantum disruptors, closing all the jumpholes down except for the last one, the one we'll exfiltrate from. The torp shuttles will be coordinating outside the sector with recon ships in each outbound sector to make sure those jumpholes are closed for good."

"We can't transmit through jumpholes, so I want constant comm pods back and forth through the jumpholes. Keep the rest of the fleet informed."

"Remember that our goal is not to destroy the Oryndrax fleet. We're only running cover so the shuttles can close those jumpholes. Stay in contact with your squadrons, constant coordination. With any luck, it will only take a couple of hours. May the Emperor's grace smile on us. All hail the Imperium!"

"All hail!" came the throaty cry from a thousand other ships.

The Ninth Fleet turned and began streaming to their places for the operation.
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"Operation is a go," came the voice from comms.

Commander Atria Duey nodded. "Acknowledged. ISS Starsight, all ahead full. Get the sensors hot and let's get this done."

The ISS Starsight tipped into the final jumphole to begin the Oryndrax operation.

Starsight was a medium patrol craft, designed for fast recon operations. The sensors were already warmed up for when they came out of jumpspace. Its crew of 22 was tense, even before entering the jumphole.

The crew gritted their teeth as they endured the journey through jumpspace. In spite of the latest Naval technology to buffer the impact, jumpspace travel was a harrowing affair for all biologicals. Something about entering a dimension where space and time didn't exist did terrible things to the sentient mind.

Fortunately, most jumphole traversals only took a few minutes.

Commander Atria Duey gripped the grab bar on the small bridge of the ship, inasmuch as she could do so when the concept of a grab bar, or hands, or even self were meaningless in this unspace.

The Oryndrax operation should be straightforward. They'd scan, get the info to the cruisers, and hang back, scanning for useful information for the fleet.

They hit the exit jumphole and popped back out into real space.

The planet Oryndrax was dull and dingy brown-yellow, faintly warmed by a fat, red star. It was circled by dozens of small, irregularly-shaped moons.

All as expected. What wasn't expected was the array of Oryndrax ships aimed at her.

"Evade!" she screamed. "Evade, evade!"

Three ion shells detonated within a half a mile of the Starsight. Lights on the ship flickered and went out.

"Get a comms pod to the fleet!" she yelled. "The Oryndrax know we're coming! They're waiting for us!"

With horror she realized she was yelling into a dead console.

"What do we have?"

A young Lieutenant on the bridge slapped ineffectually at his console.

"I--I don't know, ma'am! Everything's down! I can't get any reports!"

"Lieutenant, run to Engineering. Tell them the only priority is to get a comms pod out immediately."

"But ma'am, the shields?"

Hollow booming resounded through the ship as the Oryndrax closed in enough to begin using their blasters.

"It's too late for that. The only thing we can do now is warn the rest of the fleet. Now run!"

The Lieutenant bolted. Commander Duey saluted those remaining on the bridge.

"All hail the Imperium!" she cried.

"All hail!" they replied.


FORTY-SEVEN
THE ORYNDRAX HOMEWORLD


Admiral Stonefist stood on the captain's dais, gripping the railing. He was always tense while waiting for the results of an operation.

The recon ships should be done with their work, and the cruisers should be hitting the docks right about now.

He knew how it should be going. But he also knew how often combat failed to follow his expectations.

Grimthorn glanced at the new helmsman, Lieutenant Phet. He was talented but had never been in combat. He'd demonstrated his abilities well, but he was young.

Grimthorn went with his gut. Phet had to be tried in combat sometime. Might as well be now.

Lieutenant Renning perked up as his console pinged.

"Message capsule just came through the jumphole, sir. Decrypting."

Admiral Stonefist breathed deeply, exercising his patience.

"Sir..." Lieutenant Renning trailed off. "Sir, the message is from one of the cruisers. The Oryndrax are not in dock! They've wiped out the recon fleet. The cruisers are under attack!"

Grimthorn swore mightily.

"Let's get in there and help them!" he yelled. "Attack ships to the fore! Swordheart will lead the way! All support vessels, clear the jumphole! Charge weapons!"

The ISS Swordheart streamed toward the jumphole, her engines screaming with power, and tipped in.

Grimthorn tensely endured jumpspace. He reached out, as best as he could, and tried to lay a hand on Kinnit's shoulder. The shifting number of dimensions around them made it difficult to know if he'd succeeded. He hoped he had, for all the good it'd do.

They blasted from the exit jumphole at top speed.

"Seven point nine relative minutes in jumpspace!" the temporal officer cried.

His notice was soundly ignored as every eye shot to the main screen that wrapped around the bridge.

"Oh no... sir..." Kinnit breathed.

The sector was filled with Oryndrax ships. Fighters filled the screen like... well, like a swarm of bugs. Oryndrax cruisers and battleships swam through a sea of fighters to hammer the beleaguered Imperial cruisers that had jumped in earlier.

Grimthorn hissed through his teeth.

"Get those bugs off our cruisers! Ion cannons, aim for our cruisers, danger close! One mile range to cruiser, max. Burn those bugs off! Mass drivers, hit that battleship, speed of point nine C. Make 'em smoke. That battleship will put a pile of hurting on our cruisers if it gets to them. Hold torpedoes. Blasters, shoot at any bug you can reach. You have plenty to choose from."

A massive contingent of Oryndrax fighters broke toward the Swordheart. The ship's hundreds of blasters lit the sky, burning away fighters by the dozens every second, but more and more rushed in, filling the bridge monitor. The ion cannons thumped heavily, sending blue streaks toward the cluster of ships surrounding the cruisers.

The mass drivers lobbed massive balls of depleted uranium at the Oryndrax battleship. They punched straight through the battleship, but didn't hit anything critical. The mass drivers began charging up again.

"Lieutenant Phet, take us away from the jumphole, planetward. Clear the way for the rest of the fleet. Turn broadside to the jumphole, protect our incoming ships as much as possible. We'll draw as much fire as we can. Comms, relay our tactics to incoming ships." He glanced at the shields. "I wish I'd had time to get the Swordheart outfitted with some of those Xyntic shields," he muttered. "Any recon ships left?"

"No, sir, we can't get them on comms," Lieutenant Renning said. "We've just lost contact with cruisers Warpstrike and Sentinel."

Kinnit tapped Grimthorn's elbow.

"Sir, our battleships are coming through."

"Good, let's get them in the fight. The bugs don't have many big ships. Focus on those, knock them out first. Remember, the priority is to get those jumpholes closed."

Grimthorn shook his head, reviewing the data on the bridge monitor.

"No shuttle will survive this," he said. "We'll have to fire quantum disruptor torpedoes from the Swordheart. Contact the shuttles, get those torpedoes off the shuttles and into our aft tubes. I hate to tie up torpedo tubes right now, but we don't have a choice. Torpedoes, fire tubes three and four at those Oryndrax cruisers."

Two torpedoes streaked toward the battleship, which was turning to face the Swordheart. It responded with torpedoes of its own. They struck home on the Swordheart's flank. The deck swayed and seemed to sag for a moment.

"Sir!" cried Renning. "Shields are flickering! And we just lost two inertial dampers!"

"Acknowledged. Helm, keep our maneuvers below 40 Gs. We don't want to snap the ship in half. Or turn the crew into paste."

Lieutenant Phet nodded. Sweat glistened on his brow.

Fighters swarmed the Swordheart, relentlessly firing into her shields. Their blasters had a lot of power, but they were unfocused, blaring damage that cooled quickly in the cold void of space. To compensate, they made suicidally close strafing runs. The Swordheart's blasters were racking up a record number of kills. Many Oryndrax fighters got too close and were cooked by the shields, but the endless mass kept sweeping across the Swordheart, pouring destruction out on the flagship. The shields crackled loudly as the relentless attack ate away at them.

"Get some towships to those patrol boats, get them to the exit jumphole! Send a message capsule through as well, let them know we'll have more derelicts incoming. How are those cruisers looking?"

"Two down, sir," Kinnit said. "The rest are fighting back. We've taken the pressure off so they can respond."

"Good."

"Sir, more of our battleships have arrived," Kinnit said. Four more Imperial battleships waded into the fray, their blasters lancing into the swarm.

"Hmm. Why aren't we getting some pressure taken off?"

"The fighters seem to be focused on us, sir. Seems like they're trying to soften us up."

"For what?" he said. "They've got something else going on."

He thought for a moment as the battle raged around them.

"Okay, let's give them what they want. Mass drivers, ion cannons, and all blasters on the starboard side of the ship, on my mark, stop firing. Helm, on my mark I want you to flare main engines one, two, and four, then shut them down. Everybody be ready to bring it all back online."

Kinnit grinned up at Grimthorn.

"You're going to make it look like we've taken critical damage. Like we've lost a reactor."

Grimthorn smiled back at her.

"Exactly. Let's see what they do when they think we're dead in the water." He turned back to the bridge crew. "3... 2... 1... mark!"

The engines howled as the Phet flared them, expertly flicking power through each of the engines to simulate a catastrophic reactor failure. The guns all fell silent. The lights dimmed as the remaining engine tried to power the ship by itself.

The strident crackling of the shields continued as the Oryndrax fleet continued to attack. Time stretched out. Grimthorn and Kinnit watched the shield's batteries deplete with shocking speed, now that only one engine was powering them. The port blasters kept firing, but they were no longer holding back the roiling swirl of fighters, not even close.

"Come on, what are you bugs planning?" Grimthorn muttered. "Show your hand."

The shield's batteries continued to drop. Kinnit started sweating.

"Sir?" she said quietly.

"Okay, I don't think they're buying it. All engines, prepare--"

The crackling of the shields stopped. The fighters cleared away, turning their attention to the battleships. Grimthorn grinned.

"Well, look at that. Good. Helm, get us to the lee side of the planet. We'll set up in a good spot and open back up on them."

"Sir," Lieutenant Phet said. "It will take ten minutes to get there on one engine."

Grimthorn nodded.

"And it'll take their fighters twice as long to reach us over there. They'll be flying unprotected across open space, and we can hammer them the whole time. Get us moving." Grimthorn grimaced. "That is a long time to be out of action, but the superior position should be worth it. We'll see how the battle unfolds. Where's that bug battleship?"

"It's engaged with our battleships, sir," Kinnit said. "Our damage seems to have slowed it down some. But our battleships are swarmed with fighters."

"We'll keep an eye on them. And our cruisers?"

"They're rallying, sir. They're grouping up to fight back against the fighters."

"Perfect. Once they're together, they can get in closer to the battleships. Get their fire focused. Are the quantum disruptors ready to go?"

"Quantum disruptors are loaded and ready to fire," said the torpedo officer.

"We'll wait until we've got a clear shot. We don't want to waste those."

They watched the battle unfold as they limped toward the planet. Kinnit's eye was caught by one of the readings on the main screen. She gasped.

"Sir, the mass readings..."

"I see it," he said.

From the far side of the planet emerged an enormous vessel. It was a giant blob shape, almost like a hornet's nest.

It crested from behind the planet and kept coming, growing larger and larger on the bridge monitor as more of it was revealed.

An awed hush fell over the bridge as the great Oryndrax hiveship cleared the planet. Hundreds of engines lit up across the massive vessel, pushing it toward the Swordheart.

"What the..." Lieutenant Renning said. "That thing's the size of a space station!"

"Look how many engines are driving that thing!" Lieutenant Phet exclaimed. "How can they power that many engines? How many reactors have they got?"

"That's what they were waiting for," Kinnit breathed. "They wanted us worn down so they could finish us off with that thing."

"Why would they wait?" cried Phet, his voice edging on panic. "Why didn't they bring that thing out earlier? It's not like we can stand up to it!"

"They don't want a fair fight," Grimthorn said, nodding. "That's the mistake that we made, getting into a fair fight against the bugs. They think they wounded us, and now they want to smash us flat with that beast of a ship."

"That seems personal, sir," Kinnit said. "I think you must have really ticked them off."

There was a moment of silence on the bridge.

"Ah, you see what I did there, sir? Because 'tick' is a kind of bug, and--"

"Not the time, Assistant. Okay, let's deal with this hiveship. Wait until it closes in. All hands, be ready to go active."

The looming bulk closed in on the Swordheart.

"That's a carrier," Grimthorn said. "That's where all these fighters came from."

The pointed end of the hiveship irised open slowly, exposing a massive, gaping hole. A sickly orange glow shone from within. The glow slowly grew more intense.

"It's an energy cannon running the entire length of the hiveship," Kinnit said quietly, looking nauseous. "We can't stand up to that. The whole fleet couldn't stand up to that."

"We can get some torpedoes in there, sir," said the Torpedo officer.

"No, we can't," Grimthorn said, smiling slightly. "That's the biggest, most obvious target in the galaxy. Even the bugs aren't that dumb. They'll have it well shielded. The mass drivers could get through, but they won't be able to do much damage to something that big. The Oryndrax must have stripped their planet half bare for the materials to build that thing." He looked thoughtful. "That's a big investment. A big, expensive investment."

Kinnit swallowed heavily.

"What are we going to do, Grimthorn?" Kinnit asked.

An unexpected smile split Grimthorn's face.

"We're going to play chicken."

"Sir?"

"An old Terran game." Grimthorn pointed at the gaping hole on the hiveship. "What does that look like to you, Kinnit?" Grimthorn asked.

"It looks like the biggest gun in the galaxy, sir," she said, a small quaver in her voice.

"Really? Because it looks like an invitation to me. Lieutenant Phet, I need every erg of power those engines have, right now. Bring them up."

The Swordheart rattled as the engines roared back to life, shaking the whole ship.

"Very good. Now I want you to park the Swordheart in there."

"S-sir?"

Grimthorn pointed at the hole in the hiveship.

"Right there. That ridiculous cannon looks large enough to fit the Swordheart. Can you get us in there?"

Lieutenant Phet swallowed heavily.

"In... the cannon, sir?"

Grimthorn smiled.

"As fast as you can. Then stop on a dime."

"I... I don't think I can--"

"I trust you."

The glow of the cannon brightened.

"Do it."

Lieutenant Phet clenched his teeth. He fired the engines, and the Swordheart leapt at the hiveship. They closed the distance with dizzying speed. The hiveship filled the screen, the gaping maw of the cannon growing every second.

"The hiveship is trying to evade, sir!" Phet cried.

"They're too lumbering slow to escape. Keep going."

Lieutenant Phet's breath whistled through his nose as he watched the range to the hiveship and the power output of the engines.

"Oh, and remember we're missing two inertial dampers," Grimthorn said.

Phet nodded tightly and dialed back some of his controls. The Swordheart barreled closer, closer...

There was an ear-shattering crackle as the two ships' shields met, gigawatts of energy clashing and spitting lightning into cold space as they canceled each other out.

Lieutenant Phet slammed all his controls over. The Swordheart slowed suddenly. The mightiest flagship of the Imperium reeled to a stop, the front third of the ship inside the hole of the hiveship. There were only a few dozen yards of clearance on either side, a whisper's width between the two ships, but there was no contact anywhere.

"Now," Grimthorn said. "If they want to shoot us, they'll blow up their big fancy hiveship, too. Well done, Lieutenant Phet. If we survive, I'm putting you in for a commendation."

"I think I need to change my uniform, sir," Lieutenant Phet said weakly. "Permission to leave the bridge?"

"Permission denied. We're almost done here, one way or another."

Grimthorn gazed deep into the guts of the cannon.

"I can't win," he said quietly, "but we can both lose. So go ahead. Shoot me, big boy."

There was a long, tense silence as the entire bridge crew, aghast, stared directly into the heated reactor of the largest energy cannon ever built.


FORTY-EIGHT
STANDOFF


The ISS Swordheart sat parked partially in the main cannon of the Oryndrax hiveship.

"Now I can't shoot you and you can't shoot me," Admiral Stonefist said.

"Sir!" Lieutenant Renning called. "They're backing up!"

"Lieutenant Phet, match velocity and orientation. As big as the Swordheart is, we're still more nimble than that beast."

"They've stopped, sir."

Long, tense minutes of silence stretched out on the bridge.

"Show me how much you care about what you've got on your ship," Grimthorn said. "Blink."

"Sir!" Kinnit cried. "The battleship detachment reports that the Oryndrax fighters have broken off!"

"All ships, hold fire. If they start shooting again, re-engage, but for now, hold fire."

The battle calmed.

"Get some towships out, get our disabled vessels evac'd. Move the fleet to the exit jumphole. And get those torpedo shuttles prepped."

"Grimthorn, how are we going to get out of this?" Kinnit asked. "Even if we get the whole fleet to safety, there's nothing to keep the Oryndrax from blowing the Swordheart up once we move away from them."

"Good question. I'm open to ideas."

The long, quiet minutes stretched out. Kinnit was reviewing the data coming in from the scans while they waited for the towships to get their disabled vessels to safety.

Admiral Stonefist was glaring at the glowing cannon reactor on the main screen, as though he were holding the whole reactor in stasis with his steely gaze.

"Grimthorn," Kinnit said, a catch in her voice. "Look at these scans of their homeworld." He glanced at the data and his mouth tightened. "Grimthorn, it's dead," she continued. "There's not a single plant left on the surface."

"What happened?"

"It's not clear. There's no sign of catastrophe, sir. No disease markers, no meteor craters, nothing. I think... they may have just eaten everything."

"The bugs need shade, moisture, and food," Grimthorn said. "Plants give them all that. If they ate up all their plant cover, though, that would be an existential threat."

Grimthorn nodded as he began to understand.

"That's how the conspiracy could control them. They offered the bugs a chance at a new homeworld. This hiveship is all they've got left." He shook his head. "It's not a hiveship. It's an arkship. They're all that's left of the Oryndrax."

"That's so sad!" Kinnit looked on the verge of tears.

"It may be terrible, but they've done it to themselves."

Kinnit set her jaw and began going through some data on the console. She found what she was looking for and pulled it up on the display.

"Sir, maybe... this?"

Grimthorn looked down and smiled. He laid his hand on her back.

"This is why I need you, Kinnit. Comms, broadcast this data to the Oryndrax hiveship."

The comms officer nodded and began transmitting.

Floating in front of Kinnit's console was a diagram for an Imperial Terraforge, a ship designed with all the technology needed to convert a marginal planet into a livable one. Soil enhancers, moisture reclamators, and the seeds of a hundred thousand types of plants.

"The Oryndrax could use one of these to re-seed their world, make it livable again, sir. It would take years, maybe decades, but they'd have a second chance at going home."

Grimthorn smiled and rubbed her back.

"We'll see if they like the idea. Pull up the forms for an emergency requisition for a Terraforge."

"Sir," Kinnit said, tapping rapidly at the console.

After a few minutes, the Oryndrax sent back a set of data: genetic code for a variety of large, low plants with broad leaves.

"Their homeworld's plants. They're showing us what they need."

At the same time, the glowing orange of the cannon reactor they faced began to dim. Over the course of several minutes, it faded and went out. A collective sigh of relief could be heard across the bridge once it was dark.

The Oryndrax fighters returned to the hiveship in slow stream, docking in folds and nooks on the surface of the vessel.

"Start moving the fleet out of this sector," Grimthorn said. "I think we have an understanding. Let me know when we can get that Terraforge in here."

"The ISS Verdant Aether is already on its way, sir."

"Excellent. Send them the plant specs from the Oryndrax. They can start searching for suitable replacements."

The Ninth Fleet began leaving the Oryndrax sector.

"Torpedo shuttles are ready, sir," Lieutenant Renning called. "We've double-checked, all jumpholes marked for closure are clear of vessels."

"Check again. Then let's start closing off those jumpholes."

Soon, the quantum disruptors streaked from the tiny shuttles. They flared, too bright to look at, and the jumpholes in the sector began destabilizing.

"Oh, shoot, one more thing," Grimthorn said. He pulled up a diagram of a Vylar fighter. "Comms, send that to the bugs. Let's find out what we should do about the bugs in the Vylar fleet."

A minute later a simple image came back: a fat, red "X".

"Well, I guess we still need to clean up that mess," Grimthorn said.

"Why don't they want their people back?" Kinnit asked.

"No telling," Grimthorn replied. "Maybe they went rogue. Maybe the Oryndrax think it's a sop to us. Maybe they just don't care about them. I'm just as happy to not know anything more about the Oryndrax than I have to."

Kinnit gazed sadly at the Oryndrax homeworld, floating brown and sterile in the cold harshness of space.

"I bet it was beautiful, once," Kinnit said.

Grimthorn smiled at her.

"Only you would think that way, Kinnit," he said, and the look in his eyes finished the sentence: and I love you for it.
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The ISS Swordheart delicately disentangled itself from the Oryndrax hiveship, and turned slowly toward the only remaining jumphole in the Oryndrax sector. ISS Verdant Aether was already orbiting the Oryndrax homeworld, scanning the surface and running calculations. The battleship ISS Oblivion stayed behind to watch over the Verdant Aether--just in case--but the bugs behaved themselves.

"Good work, Kinnit. And you as well, Lieutenant Phet. You're welcome to helm the bridge any time."

The console blipped. Grimthorn looked down and sagged.

"Well, time to pay the piper," he sighed. "The penalty for success showed up sooner than expected."

"Sir?" Kinnit asked. "What happened?"

"I've been summoned to CenCom to debrief about the Oryndrax operation."

"Already? We literally just finished!"

"That's how you know somebody's upset about it. 'Bad news wears running shoes.'"

Kinnit frowned at the console, puffing her cheeks out.

"Well, that's not fair," she fumed.

"Kinnit, you just described my entire career." Grimthorn gave her a half-smile. "So, how would you feel about a vacation to Techterra?"

"If it's all the same, sir, I'm good on vacations for a bit."

A sound followed, one that had not been heard on the bridge in living memory.

Grimthorn barked a laugh. Every head on the bridge turned to stare at him.
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A few days later, Kinnit and Grimthorn made their way through the crowded Navy spaceport. Kinnit was used to the crowds on the Swordheart parting in front of Grimthorn, but nobody in the spaceport on Ceon 12 was even paying them any attention. They were jostled and knocked around along with everyone else as confused passengers darted from gate to gate, trying to find their next departure point. The main port was a large, open room, but it was crowded and dirty. Kinnit tried her best not to touch anything.

"You'd think the primary spaceport for CenCom would be a little more... organized," Kinnit said. She generally liked crowds and the press of people around her, but the crowd here was rough, rushed, and inconsiderate.

"It's a planetary spaceport," Grimthorn said. "Managed by the government of Ceon 12. The Navy spaceport is in the city of Techterra. It's about a 50 minute drive to get to Techterra from here."

"So why didn't we land in Techterra, then?"

"Because someone at CenCom wants to send a message. So this is where we were cleared to land."

Kinnit frowned. She was beginning to understand Grimthorn's love for bureaucracy.

"We'll get a bus into Techterra," he said. "We just have to find a terminal."

They found a terminal and lined up to get tickets. When they finally got to the front, they were informed that all the buses were full for the rest of the day. They found another bus line, endured another interminable wait, and got the same message.

"Are all the buses full for the day?" Kinnit wailed.

"We'll try another," Grimthorn said. "I want to get into Techterra today if at all possible."

They got in line for a third terminal. They were patiently waiting when Grimthorn went rigid.

"Don't look over there," he said, turning to the side.

"Over where?"

"Don't look!"

"Oh!" A cry rang out across the spaceport, piercing the murmuring of the crowd. "Oh! It is my man! It is! The! Grim! Thorn!"

Grimthorn put a hand over his face.

Kinnit turned to see a bulky man walking toward them, waving widely enough to hazard other pedestrians. He was covered with fur, and he had a pointed head with black bands over the eyes. With his badger-like features, he was clearly a Duroclade.

Grimthorn clenched his teeth and turned, a false smile fixed on his face.

"Dass," he said. "I... very much did not expect to see you here."

"It's been too long, too long, my friend!" His voice boomed, drawing every eye in the spaceport.

"I'm surprised it wasn't longer. Weren't you in prison?"

"Grimthorn, I'm insulted! You know me better than that! No prison can keep the great Dass Gunstar bottled up!"

"Dass, are you sure you want to confess a prison break to the Admiral of the Ninth Fleet?"

Dass cleared his throat and chuckled.

"Time off for good behavior, is what I meant to say. And who is this bewitching young lady with you?"

Dass reached out and snagged Kinnit's hand, bringing it to his lips.

"What may I call you, my dear?" he asked.

"You can call me... not interested," she said coolly, withdrawing her hand.

Dass laughed too loudly. Grimthorn cut in.

"Dass, this is my Assistant, Kinnit. Kinnit, this is Dass Gunstar, a--an associate."

"I'm sure you're much more reputable than you look," Kinnit said, nodding.

Dass laughed again.

"I'm a cargo man by trade," he said, bowing smoothly. "If you need something moved from one place to another, well, that's my business." Dass looked at the line for the bus terminal. "If I may say, I think I see something that needs moving. The buses are all full. Where are you two trying to get to?"

Grimthorn's face took on a long-suffering cast.

"We're trying to get to Techterra."

"On a bus? That'll work, if you want to get there next week. Come, join me! I'm taking a shipment to Techterra tonight! You and your lovely Assistant can ride along! I'll have you there by nine o'clock!"

Grimthorn paused, clearly torn.

"That... would be kind of you."

"For a trip charge, of course. Man, we'll have so much fun catching up!"

"I'm breathless with anticipation," Grimthorn said flatly.
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Dass bustled them out of the spaceport, across to the cheap parking, and over to his vehicle. It was almost exactly what Kinnit expected: a rattling box truck that looked as though it had collided with a space freighter. Some sketchy looking crab-like creatures scuttled away as they approached.

"Here we go. Both of you can ride in the cab, it's plenty roomy. Would you like some help up, my dear?"

"I can manage," Kinnit said shortly.

They arranged themselves in the vehicle, and Dass managed to get it started on the third try. They unwrapped the sandwiches they'd picked up from a street vendor and ate as Dass drove.

"Well look at that," Dass said. "The famous Admiral Stonefist eats. And here I thought he was just powered by a ship's reactor. So what brings you to Techterra?"

"Typical CenCom nonsense," Grimthorn replied around his food. "Ordren is posturing, so he feels the need to chew on me for a bit."

"Mmm. Nothing to do with the recent trouble?"

"Probably not. I haven't really been paying attention to the news much. Something with the SS?"

Dass looked sideways at Kinnit. She looked at him with growing concern.

"How much does she know?"

"Nothing, yet. Would you mind if I tell her?"

Dass shrugged.

"I trust you, my man. If you say she's good, then she's good."

Grimthorn nodded.

"Kinnit, Dass is my ear to the ground in Techterra. He acts like a smuggler and a crook, but he's actually employed by the Imperial Navy."

"Ah, a minor correction," Dass said. "I am a smuggler and a crook. Pretty hard to build a rep as a smuggler if you don't smuggle from time to time."

Grimthorn nodded.

"In any case," Grimthorn said, "he works for Naval Intelligence. He's very good at what he does for the Imperium. Even if he is a borderline pirate."

"Oh, hey, hey, let's not use the p-word," Dass said. "I know about you and p-words."

"O-oh," Kinnit stammered. "I'm sorry for what I said earlier. I thought you were--" She paused, blushing. "You must think I'm very rude."

Dass laughed.

"No, I think my cover is good. If you fell for it, then that makes me happy."

"I'm very sorry for being cold to you."

Dass waved it off.

"No worries! Dass deserves to get set down from time to time." He waggled his eyebrows at her. "Of course, if you really wanted to make it up to me, my dear..."

"Still not interested," she said.

"Despite how he looks," Grimthorn said, "he's also not a Duroclade. Go ahead, Dass. I know you love showing off."

Dass grinned, his badger-like features widening.

"I don't know what you mean, Grimthorn," he said, his smile unnaturally wide. He turned back to face Kinnit. "Show off what?" The smile widened further, impossibly wide. He leered at Kinnit, his smile stretching, splitting his head. The top of his head bubbled and collapsed into his neck like a puddle of melting gelatin.

Kinnit shrieked.

"Okay, Dass, stop, that's gross. You make that worse every time."

"Man's gotta have a hobby," Dass burbled.

Kinnit was hyperventilating.

"You're one of the slime-men," she said, panting. She was pressed against the far door of the truck. "Y-you're all supposed to be registered!"

"Okay, now that was rude. We prefer the term 'Mucilagean.'"

"You were the one who made it weird, Dass," Grimthorn said. He turned to Kinnit. "Yes, Dass is a shapeshifter. And he's registered. I'm sure you can see how useful it is to have a shapeshifter working intelligence."

"But, but... they're not safe," she said.

Grimthorn frowned.

"They're as safe as you are," he said. "They've gotten a bad rap from cheap movies and thriller novels. Kinnit, do you remember when we talked about who you should go to if anything happened to me? Who you could trust?"

"You told me to go to Admiral Balia."

"That's right. Well, second on the list is Dass here."

"Trust a sl--trust him?"

Grimthorn laid a hand on hers.

"Kinnit, if you have any faith in me, trust Dass."

Kinnit nodded dubiously.

"I--I'll try."

"How's Techterra doing?" Grimthorn asked, turning back to Dass. He had re-formed his head, much to Kinnit's relief.

Dass's good mood evaporated.

"It's bad, man. As bad as I've seen. There's a new SS attack almost every night."

"What's got them worked up?"

"Well, it's not all the SS. There's this group, the Electroveil Collective. They're causing most of the problems. They say they speak for the SS, but nobody really supports what they're doing."

"CenCom security hasn't put a stop to it yet?"

"Can't, man. CenCom's got uniforms up and down every street, but they've turned up nothing so far. Funny thing is, Electroveil's been a gang since forever, but they were just grifters and petty thieves, handling simple vice. Recently, though, they're getting clever. The rank-and-file are still local troublemakers, but they plan their activities very quietly, and hardly leave any evidence behind. CenCom's stumped."

"Hmm. Troublemakers that are suddenly making smart moves. That tune sounds familiar."

"Sir, do you think the conspiracy is behind this unrest?"

"Could be. I'm not sure what they'd get out of it, though. However much trouble is on the streets of Techterra, it doesn't much affect the people's perception of the Imperium as a whole."

Dass broke in.

"Grimthorn, be careful, man. Techterra is not safe for anybody, but especially you. The Navy is super unpopular right now."

"I'll be incognito."

"Grimthorn, if you were naked and painted green, you'd still look like Imperial Navy."

Kinnit giggled.

"I'll be careful," Grimthorn said.


FORTY-NINE
LISTENING IN


Sehren Senn grinned hugely at his assembled conspirators.

"Good afternoon, friends. Thank you for coming on such short notice. Today, I bring you some live entertainment." Senn laid a cheap scanner on the table between them all. "This disposable scanner is connected to the wire in Commander Ordren's office. Guess who today's special guest is?"

Rax and Idrian leaned forward.

"You got a wire into Ordren's office?" Idrian said airily. "I'm almost impressed. I take back some of the things I've said about you."

"I'm more interested in talking about the Oryndrax problem," groused Rax.

"All in good time," Senn said magnanimously. "I have a plan for that. I think you'll like it. But first let's listen in."

There was some interference in the audio, then it clarified. There was the sound of someone clumping around, the scraping of a chair. A chime sounded.

"Come." Commander Ordren's voice was tinny and flat through the cheap speaker.

"I'm here as you requested, Commander." Even through the cheap speaker, Grimthorn's voice came through clear and strong.

"Sit. You'll be here a while," Commander Ordren said. There was a pause. "So. Explain to me why the Ninth Fleet lost 17 ships and gave away an Imperial Terraforge to our enemies. And why the bugs still aren't dead. According to this report I received, we're... rebuilding their homeworld?"

"The goal was never to eliminate the Oryndrax, sir," Grimthorn replied. "If you look at the mission briefing I filed with your office--"

"To Geina with your mission briefing! You left an extant threat to the Imperium--"

"Exactly where I planned to. All jumpholes were closed but one. The Oryndrax are contained."

A noise of a chair sliding back, then pacing feet.

"And they still have a fleet! Grimthorn, you are a disgrace to this service, and a disgrace to your uniform!"

Senn cackled. "It's so nice to hear the Commander say what we've all been thinking," he said.

"By all means," Grimthorn said, his voice taking a steely tone. "Share with me where, precisely, my approach could use improvement."

"Where--! You could start by explaining how you lost seventeen ships! It was supposed to be a simple operation!"

"Combat never goes to plan. Which you'd know, if you'd ever been in the field."

"We're not here to talk about my service," Ordren roared. "We're here to talk about your failure! How you failed to execute a simple plan: jump in, take them by surprise, blow up the docks, collapse the jumpholes!"

"They weren't surprised," Grimthorn said.

"What?"

"The Oryndrax weren't surprised. They knew we were coming. None of their ships were docked. They started hitting our recon ships as soon as they came out of jumpspace."

"Yes, yes!" Senn said with glee. "Now how could that have happened?" Even carefree Idrian and sour Rax had grins on their faces as they listened to the dressing-down.

"So you failed in your operational security." Commander Ordren barked. "You let the plan leak to the bugs!"

"You're welcome to review our OpSec standards. The Ninth Fleet has never had a leak. It's far more likely that the leak originated here, at CenCom."

There was the clatter of a chair being knocked over, and storming feet. The crack of a slap rang through the speaker.

"We are CenCom! We don't make mistakes!"

Senn giggled. "Good to know that Admiral Stonefist makes everyone that angry," he said.

"Only a loose-cannon, washed-up, worthless worm from the back end of the galaxy would screw up like that and try to blame it on the one good thing left in this Navy!"

"If CenCom is the good part of the Navy, then the Imperium truly is in dire straits."

"Are you looking to get chaptered out, Admiral? I'll file the paperwork right now!"

"On what grounds?"

"Dereliction!" Commander Ordren yelled. "Incompetence! Violation of every reg the Navy has! I'll have you out of here so fast you'd think you went through a jumphole!"

"Oh? And do you think that would play well in your precious political circles?"

There was a long, dangerous silence.

"You watch yourself, Admiral. The Navy isn't as popular as it used to be. Her aging heroes don't have the support of the citizenry any more."

"Then perhaps we should focus on the issues at hand."

"Yes. Like how a high-priority Navy operation was leaked to the Oryndrax."

"We swept the entirety of the Swordheart for listening devices. Twice. I can personally guarantee--"

"You can guarantee nothing. Because I don't think it was a listening device at all. You've got a mole in your fleet, Admiral."

There was a silence that was chilly even over the cheap speaker. The conspirators leaned forward with anticipation.

"Commander Ordren," Grimthorn said, his voice strangled with the effort of keeping it under control, "don't you dare accuse any one of my loyal crew--"

"Ah, but what about split loyalties?" Commander Ordren's smugness oozed through the scanner. "You have an SS in a very sensitive position, Admiral. Privy to things she shouldn't be."

A chair creaked as Admiral Stonefist stood slowly.

"You will not impugn Kinnit's honor."

"I'm not making any accusations. But she's an SS. An SS that has been imprisoned, not once, but twice."

"Falsely!"

"She murdered a crewmember!"

"She dealt with a traitor! She's saved the entire Ninth Fleet more than once! She prevented the Fifth Fleet from attacking a civilian planet! She's more Navy than you'll ever be, sitting here in your posh office with your slips and your toadies and your politics!"

"And yet, the Oryndrax knew you were coming." Ordren's sneer was clear, even in audio. "There has been a great deal of anti-Imperium sentiment from the SS in Techterra lately. With this latest catastrophe on your record, I might recommend, Admiral, that you find a suitable replacement for your Assistant. Before CenCom takes a hand."
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Grimthorn stormed out of the Central Command headquarters, his face carefully controlled.

Dass glanced up, took one look at Grimthorn's face and got into the cab of his truck.

"Hop in, girly. That man needs some help."

"Excuse me?"

"We need to get him to his therapy."

Kinnit frowned at Dass. Her gaze traveled to Grimthorn and her disapproving frown turned into a worried frown. He really did look as furious as Kinnit had ever seen him.

"I know just what he needs," Dass said.

Ignoring Dass, she walked out and met Grimthorn as he was coming across the parking lot.

"Grimthorn, are you okay?"

"I'm fine," he said shortly. "Just annoyed with typical CenCom garbage."

She was alarmed that he didn't meet her eyes when he said it.

"Are you sure? You seem upset."

"I said I'm fine," he growled.

"Grimthorn, my man!" Dass called. "I just scored a discount on a day pass to the gym! You want in?"

"Sure." Grimthorn stepped around Kinnit and got into the cab. Kinnit frowned fiercely and followed.

Grimthorn sat in stony silence as he rode. Dass kept up a constant flow of meaningless chatter. Kinnit fumed and fretted.

They arrived at a seedy-looking gym on the outskirts of the Naval district. Dass slapped Grimthorn's shoulder as he got down out of the truck.

"Hey, Grimthorn, watch out in here. I heard this gym doesn't maintain the limiters on their combat sims."

"Good," he growled.

They made their way in and Grimthorn immediately walked to the back and closed himself into one of the unarmed combat simulator rooms. In there, one could fight specialized droids that had breakaway limbs and collapsible body sections.

Kinnit scowled at Dass, keeping her distance.

"I wanted to talk about what's bothering him," she said acidly. "Not drag him to some grease-covered sweat pot."

Dass grinned roguishly, unperturbed, watching Admiral Stonefist through the smokey glass fronting the combat simulator.

"You'll have a lot better talk with him once he's worked out some frustrations. Trust me on this." He glanced over at her. "Besides, what do you care? He's a grouch all the time anyway."

Kinnit blushed and stammered. "Oh! Well... with the, you know... Central Command, and I have to help with--I need to know what's going on, so I can--"

Dass raised an eyebrow.

"It's like that, huh? I wouldn't have thought you were Grimthorn's type." He eyed her up and down. "I can see it though."

"Wh-what do you mean?"

Dass shrugged. "I'm not dumb. I've got eyes." He turned away. "I'm glad, though. Grimthorn's been needing someone to nail his feet to the floor."

Kinnit's mouth worked silently in fruitless fury as she tried to think of something to say.
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The Emperor leaned back in his chair. The enormous, low, round table in front of him was simple in design but exceptionally well crafted. Its marble was perfectly polished, its tasteful gold inlay showing the Sigil of the Imperium was laid out with perfect precision. The Sigil adorned the wall behind him as well, flanked by the powder-blue banners of the Imperium. The air in the tall chamber was cool and dry, almost sterile. White sunlight shone in through lancet windows high above, lighting the room.

The Emperor smiled on the assembled Ministers. They sat in thirteen chairs spaced sparsely around the rim of the table. The Imperial Council gathered regularly to discuss and guide the growth of the Imperium.

"Well, gentlemen," the Emperor said. "Let's start with updates."

Idrian Sertu, the Minister of War, stood.

"I have a matter I'd like to bring before the Council. It is regarding the--"

"Quiet, Idrian. Sit," the Emperor said. "Elder Council members go before the younger. You know this."

"I'm the oldest one here!"

A frown creased the Emperor's face. It was a rare and alarming expression to see on the famously sunny Emperor.

"We've been over this, Idrian. Elderhood is determined by seniority, not age. You've been on the Council barely three years. If you wish to achieve a fourth year, please learn to follow protocol." The Emperor gestured to the Minister of Finance. "Please, Minister Aster, start us off."

Idrian moodily sat back down. The elderly Minister Aster slowly stood and grinned at Idrian--not in a friendly way.

"Yes. Minister Sertu," he began, "we're all well aware that you're of the Chrysanthae, the longest-lived of all the species of the Imperium. As you excellently model for us every session, long life does not automatically grant wisdom."

"Minister Aster," the Emperor said, "let's leave personal comments and squabbles out of our Council session."

"Of course, Your Imperial Majesty." The Minister of Finance bowed to the Emperor, cleared his throat and began to dryly recount a tedious overview of the state of the Imperial economy.

Idrian seethed and fidgeted as each Minister in turn gave their update. At last it was his turn.

"Now, Minister Sertu, please update us on the state of war in our glorious Imperium."

"The Imperium is largely at peace, Your Imperial Majesty," Idrian said. "Revolutionaries in the outer territories are quiet, and the Fyronix have ceased hostilities, as expected. As the Minister of Diplomacy explained so exhaustively, they are sending negotiators and diplomats to broker a treaty. However, I want to make you aware of a problem with a certain Admiral of the Ninth Fleet--"

The Emperor held up his hand.

"This council is not for discussing individuals. It is for broader discussions that affect the whole Imperium."

Idrian ground his teeth.

"Yes, well, he's failed to wipe out the Oryndrax threat. That's the problem that affects the whole Imperium."

"I see. So the operation to seal away the Oryndrax homeworld has failed?"

"It--no, the jumpholes have been collapsed, but he had an opportunity to finish the Oryndrax threat once and for all. Instead, he's helping to rebuild their homeworld."

"So the Imperium is safe from them, then." The Emperor leaned forward, steepling his fingers. "I'm a little surprised to hear a Chrysanthae, of all species, advocating genocide."

Idrian turned red with suppressed fury.

"My people were nothing like the Oryndrax!" he yelled. "We were peaceful! Artisans and poets! Not a bunch of filthy bugs!"

The Emperor held up his hands.

"I apologize, Minister Sertu. It wasn't my intent to draw an equivalence between your species and the Oryndrax." The Emperor's gentle smile resurfaced. "Please, continue."

Idrian heaved, his fists on the table, on the verge of tears, staring at the Ministers who were looking uncomfortably away from him. He struggled to regain control of his emotions.

As his eyes flicked from face to face, one word burned in his mind.

Soon.


FIFTY
A NEW ASSIGNMENT


Admiral Stonefist sat in the meeting room after the Council of Admiralty was done, finishing his notes.

He and Kinnit had come back from Techterra a couple of weeks earlier, and Grimthorn had immediately filtered his messages to ignore anything coming from Commander Ordren's office. That would probably come back to bite him at some point, but he couldn't stand the thought of hearing one more word from the man.

Now he sat alone across from Admiral Balia. The meeting of the Order of the Spear had gone about how they usually went. Any hope he'd had that Admiral Cora Din would now be on his side in every discussion had quickly evaporated. She disagreed with him as much as ever.

Though she did seem less nitpicky, and more prone to listen. He was able to contextualize her annoying habits a little better as well: rather than getting angry about her digs, he'd started trying to figure out what problem she was actually complaining about, hidden behind her caustic words.

It was difficult and only occasionally rewarding. But it was working.

"You and Cora Din seem to be improving your relations," Admiral Balia said suddenly, startling him.

"We're working on it."

"So. Tell me about this business with your Assistant."

Grimthorn cringed. He'd been holding on to a slim hope that Balia had forgotten about that, that his off-again-on-again dementia had wiped that uncomfortable fact out of Balia's mind. Grimthorn opened his mouth to deny everything, to talk his way around it, but then he looked Balia in the eyes.

Balia knew. Denial was pointless.

"It's... going well," he said. "We're getting to know each other better."

"Mmm." Balia leaned back and stared at the far wall. He sighed heavily. "I don't approve, Grimthorn."

"Yes, sir."

"Not for the usual reasons, you understand. I know you're not just looking for a novel conquest, and you're wise enough that I don't believe you're being taken advantage of. I'm thinking of your long term, young Grimthorn. Have you thought it through?"

"I've done a lot of thinking, sir."

"Have you? What will you do when you're ready to take the next step? If things proceed apace, where will you both end up? You can never marry. You can't even leave her anything in your will. Are you hoping that you two can just... maintain the status quo forever?"

Grimthorn crumpled.

"I don't know," he said finally. "I can't plan my life that way. I just have to deal with each day as it comes."

Balia leaned forward.

"I've seen enough men head over heels for a young lady to know that I'm wasting my breath, but I'll say it anyway. This relationship is bad news for you and for her. It's going to end poorly. You realize that, right?"

"Yes, sir."

"Don't mule up on me, son, just let me say my piece. There's no path forward for you two. What will you do when it's discovered? You'll be stripped of rank, probably thrown out of the Navy. Are you prepared for that?"

"I am."

"And do you think it's appropriate for someone with such split loyalties to be an Admiral in the Imperial Navy?"

The term "split loyalties" had a galvanic response on Grimthorn, coming as it did so soon after Commander Ordren had used the term about Kinnit. Fire rushed into Grimthorn's voice.

"I'm not divided. I know where I stand on everything."

"Do you? Trust me on this, young Grimthorn, one way or another, you will have to decide between this Assistant of yours and the Navy. You should choose now. It will be far easier that way."

Admiral Balia levered himself up out of his chair and walked out of the meeting room, leaving Grimthorn deep in thought.
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Lieutenant Baric Sol stood tall, a fierce, proud smile pressing itself onto his face. He only just barely kept it from turning into a smirk. He was on his way to check in for his new assignment.

The lift he rode glowed with a powerful white light, making a pulsing thrum as it carried him through the structure of the ISS Swordheart, pride of the Imperial Navy.

He crossed his arms and stared straight ahead. He tried to force the smile off his face. He was a Naval Assistant, 22 years old, not some fresh-faced goob from the back end of the galaxy. He would be calm, strong, and mature. His days as a klutz were long behind him.

The journey here had been long: from the bucolic farmlands of his home planet to the Academy, then here to the far reaches of the Imperium. He'd been assigned to Captain Lorus of the Fifth Fleet. After three short years of service, he was being assigned to the highest post an Assistant could dream of.

The heart of the Ninth Fleet, the sharp spear of the Navy, reporting directly to the office of the great Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist, hero of Arcturus, sword arm of the Emperor.

It was all he could do to keep from laughing with delight.

The lift slowed, and with a gentle "ding" the doors slid open. He stepped out into the steel hallway. Bustling people of every species flowed by, brisk and professional, each one carrying out their own important errand. The hall was broad, clean, and well-lit. The conduits, though still visible, were tidy, well-organized, and tucked up near the ceiling out of the way. The cool, dry air smelled faintly of machine oil, as it did on all ships.

He strode firmly forward, arms swinging, heart swelling with pride. Though he was a little short for a Terran, he walked with the swagger and self-confidence of a Dominarch.

This was it. Here, now, he would unlock his career, launch himself into the ranks of the distinguished officers. Soon he would explore the galaxy as a great Naval hero.

He felt it was his great honor and a mark of pride in the quality of his work to be so trusted. And if he could prove himself worthy, he would be able to protect all the citizens of the Imperium.

He came to an imposing door and stood before it, the crowd mindlessly parting around him as it swept by. Imposing not because it was ornate or ominous or especially distinct; it looked like every other door in the hallway. But it loomed because of all it represented. His new life, his career, and the hopes of the citizens of the Imperium.

Finally, finally, he would be recognized.

His heart beat double time, giving lie to his stilled features. A grin forced its way onto his face as he pulled out his scanner and held it in front of the door. It bleeped, and displayed a brief message.

Adm. Grimthorn Stonefist, Office

His grin shrank a little. Surely there should be a grander title than this, coming from the greatest military mind to ever grace the galaxy.

He reached out and touched the panel switch, his stomach flip-flopping as he prepared to meet his hero.

The door hissed open and he stepped forward, smooth, confident, ready to lift up the Imperium.

And he entered his future.

His step faltered as he walked in.

There, behind the desk, sat Admiral Stonefist, as imposing and serious as Sol had expected.

Sitting at the desk next to him, in the traditional position of Assistant, was a pale red creature. Sol's nose wrinkled as he saw the collar that adorned its neck. Some kind of Subject Species.

Admiral Stonefist's stern face rose from his console to pin Sol to the floor. Sol was lost in a moment of breathless awe.

"Who are you?" Grimthorn growled.

"Can we help you?" said the SS in a sweet, flutey voice.

It took Sol a moment to regain his mental bearings. Ignoring the SS, he turned to Admiral Stonefist.

"I'm... Lieutenant Baric Sol, sir? Your new Assistant?" Belatedly, he saluted.

Admiral Stonefist's brows drew down, and his face hardened.

"Excuse me?"

"Um." Sol began sweating. "Your Assistant, sir? I'm Baric Sol? Transferring from Captain Lorus?"

"Are you asking me or telling me?"

"T-telling, sir." All Sol's pride and fine ideas deserted him. He cleared his throat.

"Where are your orders?"

Sol fumbled his scanner out of his pocket, nearly dropping it. He opened it and began hunting for the transfer order among his documents. For a terrible moment, he couldn't find it. A gulf of fear opened in his gut and panic crept in as he floundered through his documents. Surely he hadn't been mistaken? Or been the victim of some awful prank?

He breathed a heavy sigh of relief as he found the appropriate orders. He pulled them up and handed his scanner to Admiral Stonefist.

"At ease," Admiral Stonefist said, reading through the document. Sol stood straight with his hands clenched in nervous fists by his sides.

Kinnit looked curiously between Grimthorn and Lieutenant Sol.

Grimthorn wandered back to his desk, his eyes riveted to the scanner.

"What is this latest CenCom fubar?" he muttered. He handed the scanner to Kinnit. "Validate that for me, would you Kinnit?" He turned to his console and started going through his messages.

Lieutenant Sol stood in the middle of the office, in the midst of the most intensely awkward experience of his entire life so far. He cringed a little at having an SS touch his scanner, but he wasn't going to say anything about it at the moment.

Kinnit frowned in confusion as she read the orders. She began running the message through the cryptographic validators on her console.

"S-sir?" Lieutenant Sol said. "Should I... come back at a better time?"

"You're fine, Lieutenant," Admiral Stonefist said without looking up. "I'm afraid there's been some sort of mix-up. I already have an Assistant." He gestured vaguely at Kinnit.

"Perhaps CenCom thought you needed an upgrade, haha." Lieutenant Sol's joke fell to the floor and died quietly in the sudden silence that filled the office. Admiral Stonefist fixed him with a glare that could have pierced a titanium hull.

"Lieutenant, I am going to do you the very large favor of pretending I did not hear that."

"Y-yes, sir. Sorry, sir." Sol reflexively saluted a couple of times as Grimthorn turned back to his messages.

"It's valid, sir," Kinnit said. "The cryptographic signatures match up. These orders definitely came from CenCom. Signed by Commander Ordren."

Grimthorn froze, his fingers hovering over his console. His face took on a dangerous cast.

"Well, that will help me narrow my search for any messages that would explain this," he said, his voice dangerously quiet.

Lieutenant Sol shrank into himself as the minutes stretched out. He was miserable and embarrassed, terrified of what the Admiral would say.

The SS came around her desk with a comforting smile and held his scanner out to him. He took it with two fingers and pushed it into his pocket, reminding himself to wash it later. No telling what kind of hygiene habits this one had. He'd heard stories.

"Hi, I'm Kinnit," she said. "I'm pleased to meet you." She held out her hand for a handshake.

He grinned in a way that came out as a grimace. His reflexive reaction was to tell her "I don't shake hands with SS." Which was reasonable and right, as these things went. He glanced over at Admiral Stonefist, whose face was positively stormy. Sol realized that taking that approach might not go over well. He gingerly took her hand for a moment, then dropped it.

Grimthorn slammed an open hand down on his desk, making everybody jump.

"I'm not finding any communications on this," Grimthorn muttered. "Ordren is trying to pressure me. Typical of the man. Too cowardly to come out and do what he wants, too foolish to listen to reason." He glared at Sol.

Lieutenant Sol wilted. He wanted to crawl into a hole and die.

"Well, sir," Kinnit piped up, "perhaps you could use another Assistant? You were joking a few weeks ago about getting an Assistant for your Assistant. And we could use the help getting all the reports out on time." She winked at Sol.

Grimthorn sat back and rubbed his eyes.

"You're right, Kinnit. I shouldn't let my feelings about Commander Ordren cloud my judgment."

Admiral Stonefist stood slowly, his face set. He circled Sol slowly, looking him up and down.

"Why are you here?" Grimthorn asked.

"S-sir?"

"Why are you in the Navy? Why did you join?"

Lieutenant Sol straightened a little under Grimthorn's gaze.

"Well, sir, initially I joined because it was a good career. My home planet is an agriplanet, so we always had plenty of food, but not much money. So I joined to support my family." Sol paused. "I never cared much about the Imperium, one way or the other. It was just a thing that was. After the Academy, while I was serving on the ISS Binhaven, we responded to a distress call in the Aurivelle system."

Admiral Stonefist nodded tightly.

"The quakes?" he asked.

"Yes, sir. There was a previously unrecognized fault running below their major population center." He shuddered, remembering. "They lost so many people in the first quake. The continent just... split open. The people there..." Sol struggled to get control of his voice.

"In your own time," Grimthorn said gently.

Sol nodded. After a minute he was able to continue.

"We were the first to arrive. We spent weeks at Aurivelle. It was... difficult to watch. To help organize." He passed a hand over his eyes. "'The Imperium protects her citizens.' I recited the oath when I joined, but I didn't think much about it. Aurivelle showed me what it really meant."

Lieutenant Sol raised his eyes to Admiral Stonefist's.

"I want to serve the Imperium, because the Imperium protects her citizens, and her citizens need protecting."

"You should salute," Kinnit whispered with a smile.

Sol fumbled his hand up and saluted awkwardly.

"All hail the Imperium!" he cried.

"All hail," they responded.

There was a long, awkward moment while Grimthorn stared at Sol with a calculating gaze.

"I like him, sir," Kinnit said. "Can we keep him?"

Grimthorn snorted a little laugh.

"First a shuttle, and now an Assistant?" He smiled. "Very well."

Admiral Stonefist stood straight and gave Lieutenant Baric Sol a full and careful salute.

"Welcome to my office, Assistant Sol."


FIFTY-ONE
REACHING AN UNDERSTANDING


Commander Ordren walked down the wide, clean hallways of the Imperial Clarion. His stride was firm and long. He held his head high, with his square jaw and classic chiseled features set, his gaze sweeping across the offices.

He stopped at the office marked on his scanner and rapped on the open door.

"Mr. Melemann?" he called.

Koro Melemann, the otter-shaped Lutrin, popped his head up with a broad, friendly smile.

Koro's office was cluttered, but rather than looking offputting or dirty, it was cluttered in a cozy way, disorganized but friendly.

"Ah, Commander Ordren!" he cried. Koro hopped down out of his seat and waddled over to the Commander, taking his hand in a warm handshake. "Please, come in, come in!"

"I'm just passing through," Commander Ordren said. "I thought I'd pop in to say hello. How are things?"

"Oh, very well, very well. And yourself?"

"Well enough. I'm keeping busy. How's that article coming?"

Koro's face grew long and morose.

"Oh. It's very sad, you know. I've gotten a lovely write-up done, but with all the violence and unrest to report on, my editor keeps pushing it back. I'm so very sorry." He seemed on the verge of tears.

"Oh, not a problem, not a problem at all. Please don't worry about it." Commander Ordren barely restrained himself from patting the little Lutrin on the head. "I was only curious."

"It's just, it's just, I did so much work on it, and I took up your valuable time--time from our great Naval leadership!" Koro wrung his paws together. "It's not fair that our readers don't get to hear the wisdom of their betters!"

"Please, think nothing of it," Commander Ordren said. "I completely understand, there's nothing you can do. When all this settles down, perhaps you'll be able to publish it then."

"Yes, that would be excellent, wouldn't it?" Koro smiled up at Commander Ordren, looking vulnerable.

"Yes, it would. Your good work is important to the Imperium, Mr. Melemann."

"Thank you so much," Koro said, bowing slightly.

"Of course." Commander Ordren glanced at his watch. "Tell me, is the owner's office on this floor?"

"Oh, no, sir. The Clarion's owner is on the very uppermost top floor. As it should be, of course."

Commander Ordren laughed.

"Of course. Thank you for your time, Mr. Melemann, and keep up the good work!"

Commander Ordren escaped the office before he could be reeled back in for more apologies.

He took the lift to the top floor. The elevator was a glass capsule that ran up the outside of the building, so the rider could look out over Techterra as they rose. The city was dark gray, dingy, and sprawling. In the distance, roads stretched away from the borders of the city across the dry plains of Ceon 12.

Commander Ordren was glad he could spend these few minutes enjoying the view.

With a musical tone, the lift stopped and the doors slid open. Commander Ordren stepped out onto a plush carpet. Tasteful art dotted the hallway leading to a single door.

The door itself was rich mahogany. A large, gold-plated nameplate adorned it, reading "Sehren Senn."

Commander Ordren rapped on the door.

"Mr. Senn?"

After a moment the door opened. A short, lean man peered out at the Commander. Sehren Senn was dressed in khakis and a polo shirt. His face was knobby, with a pinched nose and a permanently sour expression.

"Oh, Commander Ordren," he said, his face brightening. "I wasn't expecting you. Please, come in. Can I get you anything?"

Senn's office was open and airy, filled with abstract. A conversation pit was in the center of the office, with a large, asymmetrical statue in the middle of it. The walls were white, but the carpet was various shades of brown, striated to give the appearance of wood grain. Short, tasteful shelves ringed the roomy, well-lit office. Large windows gave a clear, sweeping view of Techterra.

"No, no, I'm fine, thanks," Commander Ordren said, stepping into the office. "Say, you do have quite a view up here, don't you?"

Senn shrugged in a self-deprecating way.

"I'd prefer something a little more humble, but the Imperial Clarion's board feels that the owner's office should represent both the high calling of the Clarion and the glory of the Imperium," he said. "All hail the Imperium," he added as an afterthought.

"All hail," Commander Ordren said absently. "Look, Senn, I've come to chat about the stories that have been going out from the Clarion lately."

Senn motioned him to a plush chair across from the desk.

"Certainly. Though I hope you're not planning to use the power of the Navy to coerce the media."

Commander Ordren chuckled.

"Come, now, Senn, you know me better than that. Nothing like that. I just wanted to let you know what it's like out there."

"Yes?" Senn sat behind his desk and peered at Ordren over steepled fingers.

Commander Ordren shifted uncomfortably.

"Senn, the violence is getting worse. Not in the nice neighborhoods, of course, but in neighborhoods with many SS--"

"Well, you know my feelings on them."

"Yes, yes, I know, you think they ought to be ejected en masse. But that's Imperial policy that's above both our heads. I'm not here for that debate. We have to address the situation we find ourselves in."

"Yes, well, if we stopped giving them false hope by putting them in high positions in the Navy--"

Commander Ordren raised a hand.

"We're clearing some of that up right now. But Senn, all these terrible stories, they put me in an awkward position. As Commander of the Imperial Navy, I'm ultimately responsible for the safety of the entire Imperium, but my position here in Techterra is still primarily political. The brain of the Navy lives here, and I have to be sensitive to the needs of the Techterrans."

"Ordren, I'm a newsman. If there's news, I have to report it." Senn spread his hands. "What else would you have me do?"

"I'm not asking you to stop reporting, but maybe tone down the rhetoric a little. Senn, the people are scared. Petrified. If this keeps up, it won't be long until there are broad-scale retributions. Imagine a mass of Terrans marching into the SS quarter with violent intent. That's the future we're moving toward! Think of your responsibility to the people!"

Senn sighed.

"I do, every day. Listen, we can work together on this. But I need you to give me something... something high-profile. Something that shows that the Navy is taking this thing seriously. I can line up a whole series on how the Navy is dealing with the SS threat, but I need an anchor story. Let me show the people that the Navy is willing to make the hard cuts to keep them safe, and I can sell that narrative."

Commander Ordren relaxed noticeably.

"High-profile, huh? I think I have just the thing." Commander Ordren nodded to himself. "I'll get you your story, and you help me calm this whole thing down. Keep Techterra in one piece." He chortled. "At least until I retire."

Senn smiled thinly.

"Of course." He stood, and held out a hand to Commander Ordren. "It's a pleasure to work with you, as always."
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The overhead lights flashed in Admiral Stonefist's office.

"Lunchtime!" Kinnit sang. She hopped to her feet. "Admiral, are you coming?"

"Not today, Kinnit. You enjoy." He looked over at his newest Assistant. "Sol, do you have a minute?"

"Of course, sir."

"I'll show you the filing system after lunch, Sol!" Kinnit called. She swept out the door, followed by Grimthorn's smile.

Grimthorn's face became serious as he turned back to Sol. Grimthorn glared at his newest Assistant's desk. Sol's desk and console had showed up only a few days after he did. After the months it had taken to get all Kinnit's equipment, the speed with which everything had come in for Sol grated on Grimthorn.

Of course, he knew that the delay in Kinnit's equipment was mostly because of Jorya's embezzlement and her subsequent murder. His eyes stung at the memory. The simple desk reminded him of too much.

And it wasn't Sol's fault. He had to keep telling himself that.

"Lieutenant Sol, you've been here a couple of weeks now. How are you liking your position so far?"

"Oh, very well, sir. It's an honor to serve on board the Swordheart."

"Naturally. Tell me, Lieutenant, how is it working with an SS?"

Lieutenant Sol paused, considering. Admiral Stonefist looked grim, but he always did. Sol decided to try a little tactical honesty.

"Well, sir, it's... I've got concerns."

"Go on."

Sol took a deep breath.

"It's just such an important position, sir. Not to inflate myself, but anyone in your office is privy to so many military secrets. Everything has to be done to the highest standard, and discretion is vital."

Grimthorn stared at him, waiting for him to continue. Sol cleared his throat.

"It's just that... I don't know if an SS is up to the task. I mean, I'm sure she's very good, within her limitations, but I don't know that it's right for the safety of the Imperium to rest on a pity hire."

Grimthorn took a steadying breath through his nose before responding. He'd asked for the man's opinion, and it wouldn't be right to lash out at him for being honest. However wrong he was.

"Do you love the Imperium, Lieutenant?"

Lieutenant Sol thought about it for a long moment.

"I do, sir. I think the Imperium is the greatest force for good that the galaxy has ever seen."

Grimthorn stood and turned away from Sol, staring out through the portal.

"Now you sound like Kinnit. You're right. The Imperium has done more to bring peace and prosperity to the galaxy than anything else in living history." He smiled. "The Imperium is grand, but not perfect."

He turned back to Sol.

"Lieutenant, what is a Subject Species?"

Taken aback by all the sudden turns in the conversation, Sol fumbled for an answer.

"Ah, an SS? They're, well, they're species that can't be citizens, right?"

"Hmm. By that logic, are the Oryndrax SS?"

"Oh, no sir! I mean..." Sol paused, thinking. "No, they couldn't be. They're enemies."

"Mmhmm. So what makes a species a Subject Species?"

"Umm... well, they're not enemies, but they'd be dangerous to the Imperium, I guess."

"Like the Mucilageans?"

"The slime-men? Yeah, they're very dangerous."

"They're dangerous, yet they're citizens."

"True." Sol frowned. "I guess SS just can't be trusted?"

"Can Terrans be trusted? All of them?"

"Well, mostly... some of them... I mean..." Sol stuttered to a miserable stop. "I don't know, sir."

Grimthorn nodded, and his voice took on a professorial tone.

"The primary characteristic that separates a Subject Species from a citizen species is usefulness."

Lieutenant Sol's brow crinkled.

"Sir?"

"Think of the Jovians. One of the first Subject Species. They're not enemies. They're friendly enough, and they benefit a very great deal from being in the Imperium. What do they provide to the Imperium, though? A bunch of giant gasbags floating around: no industry, minimal technology, limited ability to communicate. What good are they doing for the Imperium?"

"Ah, nothing, I guess?"

"So are they a lesser species then?"

Sol twisted uncomfortably in his seat.

"I guess? They must be, they've been classified as SS."

"No, they're not. They've got a rich, complex culture of their own. Different from ours, but compatible enough. Think it through. Why would we even want them in the Imperium? There are actually two reasons."

Lieutenant Sol thought long and hard.

"So they... don't become enemies?" he asked.

"Very good. That's one. If they're benefiting by being Imperials, it's much harder for somebody else to come along and turn them against us. Security. What's the other reason?"

Sol frowned and stared at his desk.

"I don't know, sir," he said finally.

"Potential. Even if a Subject Species is not useful right now, with Imperial technology and education, in a few generations they could become an extremely valuable species."

Grimthorn could nearly see the lightbulb go on over Sol's head.

"I see, sir. So by helping a young civilization grow, the Imperium reaps the benefits of the powerful species they eventually become."

"That's the thinking."

"That's very wise."

"It could be. So I ask you again, how is it working with an SS?"

Sol stopped with his mouth open.

"Oh," he said finally.

Grimthorn laid a fatherly hand on his shoulder.

"Something to think about. I'm going to go grab some lunch now." Grimthorn walked out the door without another word.

"Sir, you forgot to lock your console!" Sol said, but the door closed on his sentence. Lost in thought, he walked over to the Admiral's desk to lock the console, and saw that the Admiral had Kinnit's service record pulled up.

He knew it was wrong, but curiosity pulled his eye down to the screen.


FIFTY-TWO
CATASTROPHE


Grimthorn and Kinnit relaxed on the sofa in their little nook. It was explicitly both of theirs, now; it had enough of her touches that Grimthorn could no longer reasonably call it his alone. He smiled.

He was stretched out on the sofa, and she was curled up under his arm. They spent as much time in there as they could get away with: talking, reading, sometimes watching holos, and sometimes, like now, simply enjoying each other's presence, staring at the portal together.

His smile dipped a little as old Admiral Balia's words jangled again in the back of his mind: "There's no path forward for you two." Grimthorn squeezed her a little tighter. She sighed in contentment and snuggled into him, brightening his smile again.

His mind spun through the barriers to their relationship, looping over the same old arguments. She was an SS. Their relationship was forbidden. If he were found out, they would both be cast out of the Imperium. It was not inconceivable that he would be tried as a traitor.

His smile vanished and his jaw tensed.

He was going to be forced to choose, at some point. The Imperium, or Kinnit?

He wanted both. He needed both. He loved the Imperium, and he loved Kinnit.

The Imperium wanted him to give Kinnit up, and Kinnit did not want him to give the Imperium up.

Somewhere in all that, he knew that the Imperium was wrong.

The Imperium was grand, not perfect.

He closed his eyes and sighed.
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Kaz Bynar sighed and rubbed her eyes. The piles of reports never seemed to shrink, no matter how many she got through. The Navy did love their reports.

She stood and stretched her back before walking to the window for a little sun. The fat, young white star rose proudly over the landscape, pouring its life-giving rays richly down on Erebus Base. Their small planet in Copper Grove sector was home to thousands of Naval personnel, extensive training grounds, and boasted the largest shipyard within a thousand light-years.

Every hero in the Imperial Navy had been through Erebus Base at some point, moving on to greater and more glorious adventures. Yet here she was, defending the galaxy with her reports.

Kaz smiled. Her youthful dreams of adventure and excitement were well put away, though she did still indulge herself in space adventure novels from time to time. But her husband and her son were an adventure more satisfying than anything in the stories.

She watched Erebus Base from her third-floor window for a few minutes. The system's star was so bright that very little light was needed during the day, even indoors. More effort was spent keeping light out than letting it in, and anything left outdoors for any amount of time was quickly star-bleached by the harsh rays. The overhead dome kept out the most harmful rays, but the base's young star was robust and energetic.

It was nearly three o'clock. Her son Valin would be discharged from the learning center soon, and her husband Solan would pick him up and take him home. Then she'd get off work around five, and head home to see them again. Kaz smiled to herself. A warm family filled with comfort and peace was better than any adventure.

She turned back to the office to carry on her work. Her console was powered down. She gave a confused grimace and walked over. She tapped on a few buttons. The machine didn't respond.

Kaz tried to turn on the lights in her office, but those weren't working either.

Must be a power outage. Strange, we haven't had a full outage in years.

She sat at her desk, staring at her console. If it came back on in a minute, she could go back to work. Usually these little blinks didn't last for more than a few seconds, but her console remained stubbornly blank.

Should I go home for the day?

She walked back over to the window. Maybe it was just her office?

There was a sudden rushing sound, as of a strong wind. Her alarm spiked. She only recognized the noise because she'd been raised downplanet. Erebus Base didn't have wind, ever.

The sound grew, a rushing, roaring sound. Kaz' heart thudded, panic rising, but there was no apparent threat, just this weird, growing noise. Kaz darted away from the window, then back, unsure what to do.

The rushing sound clarified suddenly, and a giant wave of water swept around the office across the street. She stared in blank, horrified incomprehension.

Water? Here? Where did it come from?

The wave hit her office building with a tremendous bang. The floor beneath her jerked, yanking her feet out from under her. She toppled to the floor. Panicked breath sawed in and out of her lungs. Her hair was knocked askew and tumbled around her face. A mewling sound escaped her with each breath. She began crawling toward the exit. She had no clear plan, no comprehension of what was going on, she only knew she needed to escape.

The sound of shattering glass and the booming of collapsing walls smashed against her ears, unheeded in her hysteria. The very air itself felt heavy and unstable as the shifting water caused the air pressure to rise. Kaz pulled herself toward the stairwell.

She reached up and pulled open the stairwell door. She was greeted with the horrifying sight of swirling, rushing water in the stairwell. It was only one floor below her and steadily rising. Trash and flotsam bobbed in the churning water.

She emptied her lungs with a weak, breathy scream. She used the door handle to pull herself to her feet and scrambled upstairs. The deadly water relentlessly climbed after her.
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Kinnit tapped away at her console, cleaning up one of Admiral Stonefist's reports. Grimthorn and Lieutenant Baric Sol were at their desks, working on their own tasks. She looked at Lieutenant Sol. When he saw her, he looked away quickly, a strange expression on his face.

Sol had been strangely quiet since yesterday, glancing at her repeatedly throughout the day. Kinnit tried to shrug it off. Since he had joined them, he hadn't been exactly rude, but she could tell that he was uncomfortable around her. It wasn't a case of intimidation; if he should be intimidated by anybody, it would be Grimthorn. He maintained an awed respect around the Admiral, but toward her he was aloof, indifferent, and always anxious to put some distance between them.

Kinnit's face scrunched up as she worked through her confusion. Had she offended him somehow?

She resolved to try harder to reach him. Surely they could be friends, if she tried hard enough.

The ceiling flashed red. Grimthorn immediately looked at his console.

"Emergency alert for Erebus Base," he said. "No details yet. Let's get to the bridge and get the fleet moving."

Grimthorn strode firmly down the hall with his Assistants in tow. The mood in the ship was elevated, with people moving faster and talking louder.

They deployed onto the bridge, Sol and Kinnit flanking Admiral Stonefist on the captain's dais.

"Kinnit, set our nav plan. Tactical, get us in formation. Comms, any more details on the situation?"

"Some kind of natural disaster. The communication must be garbled. We're getting reports of a... tsunami?"

Grimthorn cocked his head in confusion.

"On Erebus Base? Contact Imperial Disaster Management, ask them to clarify."

"Yes, sir." The Communications Officer worked quietly for a few minutes. "That's the best they've got, sir. Communications with the surface are spotty, but the reports they have are that there's been a huge wave that's swept the base, along with some kind of power outage."

"How could they have a power outage? The star in Copper Grove sector is strong. They should have power to spare." His mouth twisted. "Comms, are there any reports of enemy activity?"

"None, sir."

Grimthorn shook his head.

"All right, we'll get eyes on the situation. Tactical, how's the fleet looking?"

"Ten minutes to departure formation, sir."

"Good. Kinnit?"

"The nav plan is ready to go, sir."

"Thank you. Lay it in, please. Comms, keep me apprised of any new information as it comes in."

"Yes, sir."

"All ships, warm up your weapons, just in case."

The fleet organized itself with agonizing slowness, then crept toward the first jumphole on their nav plan. Even in the uncertainty and worry of a crisis, Kinnit still got a little thrill at the thought of the entire Ninth Fleet following her nav plan.

It took seven short jumps for the Ninth Fleet to arrive in Copper Grove sector. They emerged from the final jumphole, spreading out, looking for trouble.

Copper Grove was a sparse sector. A thin asteroid belt circled the young star. A single medium-small planetoid orbited it. In traditional Navy fashion, the planetoid had received just enough terraforming to make it habitable, but not enough to make it nice.

Somewhere down on that otherwise uninhabited planetoid was Erebus Base, and their crisis.

"Comms, get Erebus Base on the horn. Renning, scan for any evidence of combat. Debris, energy signatures, anything."

"Erebus Base is not responding."

"When is Imperial Disaster Management going to get here?"

"They're saying it will be a few hours, sir."

Admiral Stonefist nodded.

"Send some recon shuttles down to do a flyby and get us some scans and images."

"Sir, no evidence of hostile activity in the sector." Renning tented his eyebrows as he scanned the data. "The planetoid's magnetic field is disrupted, though. It's... oscillating."

"Scan the planet's surface, let's get some preliminary info for the recon ships." Grimthorn paused. "Wait, what do you mean 'oscillating?'"

Lieutenant Renning waved his hands around helplessly.

"I don't know, sir. The magnetic lines are snapping and reconnecting. I don't know what it means."

"Sir," Kinnit said, "that's the behavior we see when an EMP interacts with a magnetic field. But I've never heard of an EMP big enough to affect the magnetic field of a whole planet. Even a small planet."

"S-sir?" Sol piped up. "Could it have been a CME?"

Grimthorn looked thoughtful.

"A coronal mass ejection?" He eyed the white star. "Could be. That would have to be one heck of a CME. But that star looks like it could be rowdy enough to manage it. Good thinking, Lieutenant Sol. Lieutenant Renning, scan the star and send the data to Infography. Ask them if there are any traces of a recent CME."

They waited on the bridge for several minutes while everybody worked on their assigned tasks.

"Sir, initial scans are back from the surface."

"Very good, forward them to the ISS Wraithspire. They're closest, have them send out their shuttles for close scans and imaging."

Data trickled in.

"Sir, Infography reports that the surface of the star is extremely active. The likelihood of a recent CME is very high."

More time passed, and the recon team began sending data back. Images of Erebus Base popped up on the main screen. Kinnit hissed through her teeth.

"Whatever happened, it sure looks like a tsunami hit them. Look at the damage--"

"The lines of debris!" Lieutenant Sol interrupted her, anxious to contribute. "They radiate out from a central point. Right here."

Grimthorn frowned at Sol, but looked at the image.

"Kinnit, get me a map of Erebus Base. I want to know what's at that location."
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"Kinnit, get me a map of Erebus Base. I want to know what's at that location."

Kinnit set her teeth and pulled up a map, casting it onto the large main screen.

"It's the base's primary water reservoir, sir. In the photos, it looks like it's empty. The flow lines suggest that the sluice gates were opened, or that they failed somehow."

"Hmm. That would explain the reports of a tsunami." He glanced at the star burning at the center of the system. "I'm not sure what the relation is yet between the CME and the reservoir, but I think it's safe enough to start getting boots on the ground. Let's get some people down there and see how we can help." He smiled down at Kinnit. "Want to take a little trip in Digger?"

Kinnit saluted sharply.

"Yes, sir!" She smiled. Sol's morose expression caught her eye. "We could take Lieutenant Sol, too, sir."

Grimthorn's smile became a little fixed.

"Yes, I suppose that would be good, if he wants to. Lieutenant?"

Sol swallowed heavily and nodded.

"I'm here to help the citizens of the Imperium, sir."

"Very well. Let's get kitted up and head down."
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The trip in Digger was uncomfortable. There were only two passenger seats and the pilot's seat; with Iluna Dabrini flying, somebody was going to have to stand. After a few awkward false starts, they finally settled on Kinnit and Sol sitting while Grimthorn stood. The shuttle was slightly too short for him to stand fully, so he had to make the trip slightly hunched, with his arms crossed.

Grimthorn had hoped to do a little subtle canoodling with Kinnit on the trip down, but with Lieutenant Sol on board that wasn't an option, so his expression was slightly stormier than usual.

"Where do you want us to come in, Admiral?" Dabrini asked.

"Take us to the reservoir. We'll look for a stable landing platform nearby. I want to investigate a little if we can."

Dabrini nodded. The little shuttle rattled and shook as it entered the atmosphere over Erebus Base.

"I've been working on learning to pilot, some," Kinnit announced. "I'm hoping to be able to pilot Digger at some point."

"Good thinking," Grimthorn said. "Let me know when you're ready; we'll get you in for the certification exams."

Kinnit shifted uncomfortably.

"It might be a bit. I'm going through simulator training now. I'm going to need to practice a lot more, I think."

Grimthorn nodded, remembering the extent of the repairs Digger needed after her first piloting experience.

"No rush. Take your time."

They descended in silence for a few minutes. The protective domes of Erebus Base came into view. The domes were transparent and slightly reflective, standing out like pearls in the gray, dusty surface of the planet. The bold light of the white star made impossibly bright slashes of light on the domes. The shuttle's portal had brightness limiters, otherwise the view would have literally been blinding.

Dabrini smoothly flew the shuttle through one of the open hexes high on the dome, designed for shuttle entry. They flew toward the reservoir.

Admiral Stonefist triggered the shuttle's 360-degree view so they could take in more of the base during their descent.

Lieutenant Sol gasped, and his fingers tightened on the arms of his seat as the shuttle's walls and ceiling appeared to vanish from around them.

"Apologies, Lieutenant," Grimthorn said. "I forgot to mention this upgrade we made to Digger. We can get a good lay of the land this way."

Lieutenant Sol nodded tightly.

The shuttle hovered a few hundred feet off the ground. The reservoir was nearly empty. Everybody in the shuttle was on their feet, surveying the damage.

"I don't see any signs of attack on the reservoir," Admiral Stonefist said.

"The sluice gates look damaged," Kinnit said.

"There are a couple of buildings nearby we can land on, sir," Dabrini said. She poked a few commands into her console and several buildings suddenly glowed in the portal's display.

"That one," Admiral Stonefist said, pointing. "It looks stable, and it's close to the reservoir."

Dabrini nodded and turned the shuttle toward the three-story building. As they approached, a shadow detached from the corner of the roof of the building and ran toward them. Someone on the roof was screaming and waving their arms.

With a deft touch, Dabrini gently set the shuttle down on the rooftop. Grimthorn opened the hatch. The person who'd been waving rushed over.

Her hair was wild and her expression was haunted. She was panting and her eyes were wide, darting.

"Please," she screamed, "please, you have to save my family!" She grabbed at Admiral Stonefist's uniform, yanking on him.

Grimthorn removed her hands and held her at arm's length.

"Slow down, let's make sure you're okay first."

"I'm fine!" she screeched. "You have to get my son and my husband!"

Kinnit stepped out of the shuttle and approached the woman.

"We'll make sure your family is safe," Kinnit said. "What's your name?"

The woman looked at Kinnit disbelievingly.

"You'll take care of them? You promise?"

"We will. We're going to take care of you, too."

"Th-thank you. M-my name is Kaz Bynar. My husband is Solan and my child is Valin."

"Okay, Kaz, let's sit down for a minute. We want to make sure you're well enough to help your family."

Kaz nodded and unsteadily settled herself onto the rough surface of the rooftop.

Grimthorn looked the woman over and did a quick medical assessment while Kinnit talked to her.

"What happened?" Kinnit asked.

Kaz began spilling out a disconnected, rambling explanation of her perspective of events. Kinnit listened carefully, gently asking questions and calming her. After she'd gathered what information she could about the event, she changed tack.

"Can you tell me where your husband and son are?"

"Valin's in the Learning Center. Solan should be at home, it's only a few blocks from there." Kaz started to tear up, and panic crept back into her voice. "But they're all the way across the base! I need to know if they're okay, but my scanner's not working at all!"

"Which direction is your home from here?" Kinnit asked.

Kaz pointed off to the distance. Kinnit smiled.

"Well, that's good news! That would put them behind the reservoir. No water flowed that direction. I think you got the worst of it."

Kaz looked up at her with hopeful eyes.

"Do you really think so?"

"I know so. We just surveyed the site from the air. All the damage from the reservoir came this way, from the direction of the sluice gate."

Kaz broke down weeping and grabbed Kinnit in an awkward hug.

"My loves are okay?" she cried. "They have to be okay!"

Kinnit hugged her back, patting and soothing her. She glanced at Grimthorn.

"It was late in the day," she explained to him, "but Kaz thinks there may have been some more people inside this building." She gave Grimthorn a meaningful look. "She's the only one on the roof, though."

"We'll check it out," Grimthorn said. He looked at the shuttle. Lieutenant Sol was standing just inside the hatch, watching the outside with wide eyes. "Dabrini, keep the shuttle warmed up. Lieutenant Sol, you're with me."

Sol nodded uncertainly and stepped out of the shuttle. He marched hesitantly to Admiral Stonefist and saluted.
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Admiral Stonefist and Lieutenant Sol made their way down the stairs to the first floor. The second and third floors had been clear of people, but they had been an utter disaster.

The first floor was worse. All the furniture was overturned, swept into jumbles and piles. All the windows were broken. Filth coated the walls, and silty mud covered the floor thickly. Even under the glare of Erebus' bold white star, the light down here was dim and uncertain. The air was thick with humidity, filled with an astringent smell.

"Watch your step," Admiral Stonefist said.

They moved carefully, the mud sucking at their boots, making every step a balancing act. They rounded a corner.

Grimthorn made a disappointed hiss.

"Poor fellows," he said. "They never had a chance down here."

Admiral Stonefist and Lieutenant Sol had come across two bodies tangled in a mess of jumbled furniture near a collapsed wall. They, too, were coated with mud, their faces bloated but their features mercifully obscured.

"We'll mark them for the retrieval crews," Grimthorn said, tapping at his scanner. "We can at least--" he looked over at Lieutenant Sol.

The young lieutenant was breathing fast, nearly hyperventilating; his wide eyes fixed on the unfortunates, tangled around the mess. Cold sweat poured down his face.

"Lieutenant?" Sol started at the sound of his title. "Why don't you go back up to the roof and help Kinnit? Make sure that Mrs. Bynar is doing well. Okay?"

Sol stayed frozen for a long moment. Slowly he nodded and tore his eyes away from the scene before him. He slowly fought through the mud toward the stairwell.
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Kinnit was on the roof giving Kaz a steadying drink of water from Digger's emergency drinking supply. The poor woman had finally calmed down.

The door from the stairwell banged open and Lieutenant Sol stumbled out. His uniform was covered with smears of mud and his boots were caked.

Kinnit went on alert as soon as she saw him. His movement was unnatural. His eyes were darting, and he trembled.

"You rest here for a minute and let me know if you need anything," she said to Kaz. Then she hurried over to the Lieutenant.

"Sol?" The young man stared past her. "Sol, are you okay?"

His eyes were fixed on the distance.

"I... they were crying," he said.

"Did you find someone? Does Grimthorn need help?"

"They were alone in the dark," he said, tears pooling in his wide eyes. His voice was raw, quavering. "After the building collapsed. They were crying out to us but we couldn't get to them. It was so dark. We tried yelling to them, but we couldn't get to them. They were crying. But it got quieter and quieter." A violent shudder ran through his body, and a keening whine escaped him. "It was so dark."

"Lieutenant, stay with me," Kinnit said. "Look at me." His floating gaze wandered away from her. She put her hands on the sides of his face and gently pointed his face at hers. "Look at my eyes. It's Kinnit. Look at me."

Tears spilled freely down his face.

"They're crying out for me," he whispered.

"Sol, focus on me," she said kindly. "Listen. There's nobody crying. You're on Erebus Base. Can you hear me?"

His eyes slowly focused on her.

"Kinnit?"

"Yes, it's me." She guided him to sit down on the roof. "We're outside. It's bright out. Can you see the sun?"

His frame shook again.

"It's... warm here," he said.

"Yes." She laid his hand on the rough surface of the roof. "Feel that? We're on the roof. Do you remember?"

Sol took a deep shaky breath and closed his eyes.

"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."

"Shh. There's nothing to be sorry about." She rubbed his back. "You're safe here."

They sat on the warm rooftop together, sharing the silence.

[image: ]


Kinnit navigated the crowded halls of the ISS Swordheart. She dodged around blankets and people lying in corners, their few possessions piled around them.

One lady reached out to her as she passed.

"Oh, hi, Kaz!" Kinnit said, pausing her travel. "How are you today?"

Kaz smiled. She sat on the floor on a thin pile of blankets, her back against the wall. Her husband and son were on either side of her.

"Uncomfortable, but well," she said.

"I'm sorry about that," Kinnit said. "It's just for a few days, until the relief ships arrive. With everything on Erebus out of commission, The Ninth Fleet is housing as many folks from Erebus as we can until--"

"No, please, I didn't mean to sound ungrateful. You helped me find my loves. I will always be indebted to you."

"Let me know if I can help you in any way, Kaz."

"I will. Thank you."

Kinnit beamed at Kaz and resumed her journey.

She paneled into Admiral Stonefist's office. Grimthorn was standing over Lieutenant Sol's desk, his arms crossed. Sol was staring at the surface of his desk.

Grimthorn looked up as Kinnit came in. His face was a mix of exasperation, pity, and irritation. He looked meaningfully at Kinnit and tilted his head toward Sol.

"I'm going to go follow up with some things," Grimthorn said. "You two keep helping with logistics for the refugees." So saying, he left the office.

"Hey, Sol, ready to get back to it?" Kinnit said, bustling over to her desk. She gave Sol a worried look. His eyes stayed fixed on his desk. Ever since they'd returned from Erebus a couple of days ago, he'd been quiet and morose.

"You don't have to pretend to be nice to me anymore," Sol said. "I put in my resignation with the Admiral."

"What? Why?"

He finally lifted his eyes to her.

"You know why. I'm a coward. I'm not fit to be in the Navy."

"That's ridiculous, Sol."

"Before I go, I just wanted to say I'm sorry for the way I treated you."

"What do you mean? How did you treat me?"

"When I started here, I... thought you mustn't be very good as an Assistant. Because you were an SS."

Kinnit's eyes widened in shock.

"But you've been so good at everything," he continued, his voice a dead monotone. "I thought I'd show everybody how it was done, but you've been so much better than me. You even helped me when I... had my incident."

"Sol, of course I helped you. That's how we work together in the Navy."

"You shouldn't have to help a coward."

Kinnit slapped her hand down on his desk, startling him.

"You're not a coward! Don't you dare say that!"

"I tried... but when we went down in the building, it was so much like Aurivelle..." he shuddered. "I can't do that again," he whispered.

"You were afraid, but you went anyway. That's not cowardice, that's bravery." She chewed her lip. "Besides, it's my fault. Usually Assistants don't do things like following the Admiral on downplanet missions, but I enjoy that kind of thing. I assumed you would want to, as well. I didn't even think to ask. I'm so sorry."

Sol's eyes dropped back to his desk.

"I'm going to go back home," he said. "I can't help anybody here. I never should have left the farm."

"Hey," she said. "Do me a favor?"

Sol looked back up at her.

"Hold off on your resignation until after we get all this business with Erebus sorted out, okay? I could really use your help with everything."

Sol stared at her motionless for a long time. Then he slowly nodded.

Kinnit let out a little sigh of relief. It was only temporary, but it was a win.

"Thank you," she said.
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Kinnit laid her head in her hands, taking a moment to disconnect from the overwhelm.

Every single piece of equipment on Erebus Base had been destroyed by the coronal mass ejection, from the generators down to the electric faucets. People wouldn't be able to live down there until the equipment was all repaired or replaced. It could take months. Years, maybe.

Everyone from the base would need to be housed until another station could be found for them. The Navy was trying to quickly organize new locations for all the functions Erebus Base had covered. Mostly training and shipbuilding, but there had been any number of lesser administrative functions.

The ISS Swordheart was carrying nearly twice as many people as it had been designed for. Supplies and food had been arriving, but there wasn't enough room to store it all, and there had been bottlenecks in the kitchen getting food prepared for so many people.

The worst was the toilets. The military folks were used to long waits and crowded toilets. The men, especially, were practiced in doubling or tripling up on urinals in a pinch. But Erebus had housed many civilian employees, and they were much more fastidious. They required more privacy and time. The lines at the latrines were long, slow, and filled with distressed bathroom-goers.

The relief ships had been promised a week ago, but were only just arriving today, which presented a whole new logistical nightmare. Shuttles would be moving refugees between the Ninth Fleet and the relief ships. The docking bays were already disorganized from the evacuation, and trying to offload a ship's worth of people was not going to improve matters.

Kinnit had been running around helping to take care of all the refugees while trying to organize everything on board. Grimthorn was out somewhere, keeping the investigation moving. And Lieutenant Sol spent all day staring glumly at his desk.

She wanted to scream at him, or hit him, or do something to break him out of his funk, but she knew none of that would help. He was so convinced that he could be no help at all that he was no help at all.

She'd tried to feed him a couple of easy tasks. He would perform them half-heartedly and shut back down. She simply didn't have the bandwidth to keep feeding him work.

A new message popped up on her console. She scanned it, and her mouth dropped open in disbelief.

"What do you mean there's no food in the kitchen?" she screeched at her console. "I've got three cargo bays full of food!"

She gritted her sharp little teeth together, and grabbed her horns, fuming.

"It can't get there," Lieutenant Sol said quietly.

Kinnit rounded on him.

"What?" she spat.

"The food. How is it getting to the kitchens?"

Kinnit bit back her reply, which would have been unhelpful. She took a calming breath.

"I suppose people are just carrying the food," she said finally.

Sol's voice took on a slightly professorial tone.

"Logistics is not just a matter of having materials and goods, but a process of how and when you move them to where they're needed." Sol thought for a minute. "We could empty off the torpedo carts and use those to help transport food to the kitchens."

Kinnit raised an eyebrow.

"We couldn't get the torpedo carts down the hallways. They're clogged with refugees."

"You could move some of the refugees to other halls in order to clear the way for food transport. You don't have to move all of them, only half. As long as all the refugees are on one side of the hall, that should leave enough room for the carts to get past."

Kinnit smiled a little.

"But we've already got lines of food waiting to get into the kitch--"

"Right, press a lot of ensigns and such into kitchen duty. Easy stuff like peeling potatoes or something. The kitchen will still be overloaded, though, because even with more hands, you've still only got so many stoves and dishes and such."

Sol began tapping at his terminal, his energy rising. He waved Kinnit over. She stood behind him, watching him type.

"Instead of the usual three meals," he said, "have six or eight mealtimes. Run them in shifts. Keep just enough experienced kitchen staff on each shift to guide the ensigns. That lowers the load on the kitchen and the mess." Sol nodded as plans started to form on his console. "Less waiting for the refugees, as well. Maybe we could get some of them to help with cleanup and so forth."

Kinnit gave him a sly smile.

"Sounds good. Let's go do it."

Sol's hands froze on his console.

"What? No, I was just thinking out loud."

"You thought out loud and made a good plan. Let's do it."

"I... can't do that! Nobody will listen to me!"

Kinnit put her hands on her hips.

"But they will listen to me!"
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Grimthorn was exhausted. He'd been fighting with Naval investigators all day. For once, the Order of the Spear had not hesitated to send a full investigative team, but the team had been spending all their time scraping data out of any system that hadn't been completely cooked by the CME.

"When do we start analyzing the data?" He'd barked that often enough and loudly enough that even he was getting sick of hearing it. Yet all he heard was a bunch of nonsense about "comprehensive data retrieval" and "holistic investigation" and other such nonsense.

He'd gotten too used to Kinnit's habit of digging right into the data and pulling an answer out quickly.

He sighed.

The shuttle he was in landed on the Swordheart, touching down gently. He saluted the pilot and stepped out of the hatch.

He trudged down the hall. He wanted nothing more than to go to his quarters and collapse, but he needed to stop by the office first to finish up his work for the day. He braced himself to dodge the ever-present refugees in the hallways.

The hallways seemed clearer this evening. He shook his head. Maybe he'd been getting too negative. Those investigators had been getting to him.

He paneled open the door to his office to find both his Assistants still there, despite the hour.

"Grimthorn!" Kinnit cried, popping to her feet. She dashed over. For a moment, Grimthorn thought she would throw her arms around him, but she stopped short and grinned at him. He would have welcomed it, except Lieutenant Sol was right there.

Lieutenant Sol paused typing at his console and looked up at Admiral Stonefist with something like fear.

"Sol's been helping with logistics," she said. "It's going so much more smoothly! Did the relief ships come in yet?"

Grimthorn smiled tiredly. "We got two ships in today. We've started offloading some of our recon ships," he said.

"Only two relief ships?"

"IDM is sending more. They haven't told me when they'll get here."

Kinnit smiled brightly. "Well, thanks to Sol's work, things are running better on the Swordheart," she said.

"It was just a little organization," Lieutenant Sol said.

"Do you want to see what we've done, sir?" she chirped.

Grimthorn smiled tiredly.

"Maybe tomorrow. I need some shuteye. I just stopped by to see if my Assistants needed assistance."

Kinnit playfully slapped his arm.

"Well, you must not be too tired if you can still crack jokes like that."

Grimthorn smiled a little.

"In any case, I trust your work. Good job, you two."

"Thank you, sir. How's the investigation going?"

Grimthorn rubbed his eyes.

"Well, we've figured out the what, but not the why. The base has--had--EMP disruptors. The star around Erebus Base is young and rowdy. It gives off a lot of EMPs and CMEs. It's so unstable that the Navy wouldn't even have considered this system for a base, except that it was so well-placed strategically."

He sighed.

"The domes protect the base from radiation and light, but there was a whole custom system just to detect potentially damaging CMEs and counteract them. By shielding the base with electromagnetic pulses out of phase with any incoming EM surges, they could protect the equipment. But it didn't work in this instance. Most of the records were cooked by the CME, so we're having trouble getting answers as to why."

"But what happened with the reservoir?" Kinnit asked.

Grimthorn frowned.

"That one's simpler. The design did not fail safely. The primary sluice gates were held open with powered valves. In the event of a power outage, the batteries have just enough charge to close the valves and dog them tight. When the CME happened, though, it destroyed the brains of the equipment, so the valves kind of... flopped open." Admiral Stonefist waved his hands around tiredly. "In a properly designed system, the valves would naturally stay shut unless power was applied."

Grimthorn stretched his back.

"In addition to all that, the sluice gates were not well constructed. The sudden extra pressure knocked them out of alignment, so they couldn't even be closed manually. So the whole reservoir emptied itself in the middle of the base. To say nothing of the decision of putting the reservoir smack in the middle of the base."

"Why was it built that way?"

"Cutting corners, probably. We'll track down the engineers responsible for that. They have a lot to answer for."

Kinnit clenched her jaw.

"Yes they do. Don't they realize they're working for the Imperium? Sloppy work is a disgrace!"

"Yes. But now I need to get my head down. I'll be out again first thing in the morning. Message me if anything comes up."

"Yes, sir!" Kinnit said, saluting.

Grimthorn trudged out of the office. The door closed behind him.

"You didn't have to do that," Lieutenant Sol said.

"Do what?"

"Try to give me credit for the work today."

"Why not? It was your planning. Everything's already running more smoothly. And since it'll be a little longer before the rest of the relief ships arrive, we'll get even more benefit from your work."

Sol scoffed.

"Please. I know what you are." His face sagged in despair. "I know how you saved the Ninth Fleet, and the Fifth Fleet. I know you escaped a black hole with nothing more than a shuttle. You even saved Admiral Stonefist's life. You're not an Assistant, you're a freaking hero." He shook his head. "Imagine, someone like you pretending that me moving potatoes around means anything."

Kinnit's mouth locked open in shock.

"I did not--I mean, it wasn't like that!"

"Sure, whatever. You're the Assistant Admiral Stonefist deserves."

Kinnit blushed heavily at his words.

"I... I try to be," she stammered.

"He deserves better than me. I don't even know why I'm here."

Kinnit set her hands on her hips.

"You're here because he sees your potential. He sees what you can become."

"Why bother, when he's already got you?"

"Sol, everybody has their strengths. You know, when I first came on board, Admiral Stonefist tried to fire me."

Sol's eyes widened in shock.

"What is he, stupid?"

Kinnit laughed.

"Sometimes. But I talked him out of it, and I was able to be a help to him. And you can too. He's giving you a chance, you need to give yourself a chance. Just because I've had some success doesn't lessen your success."

"But I can't do any of the stuff you do," he retorted. His eyes shifted to the floor. "I... I don't think I can go downplanet any more. I have to stay on the ship."

Kinnit threw her hands up in exasperation.

"So stay on the ship! Who cares if you can't do what I can do! That's why I'm here! I can't do any of the things you can do!"

Sol stared at his desk silently, thinking hard for a long while.

"Maybe," he said.

Kinnit let out a sigh of relief.

"I'll take that much," she said.

Sol was quiet for a moment.

"Kinnit, are all Kobolds like you?" he asked suddenly.

She laughed gently at the unexpected question.

"Are all Terrans like you?" she asked.

Sol thought about that for a long time.
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Several days later, they were all sitting in the office. The rest of the relief ships had arrived, and the Swordheart had depopulated in an orderly fashion. The halls were clear again, and one could go to the restroom nearly anytime one pleased. The investigation was proceeding apace.

There were still no firm answers as to why the EMP disruptors had failed, but the more Grimthorn saw of the few records they could salvage, the more he thought he knew why.

Maintenance on Erebus Base was shockingly poor. Nothing was updated in due time, repairs were delayed, sometimes indefinitely, and most of the men on the maintenance crew had been either cut or reassigned elsewhere. The required annual inspection of the EMP disruptors had not been performed in at least four years, maybe more.

In Admiral Stonefist's estimation, somebody--maybe multiple somebodies--had been draining money and resources from maintenance and equipment. It was hard to say specifically who, since most of the records had been cooked along with Erebus Base. There would be trails through other Imperial systems, though, traces of malfeasance that could be tied back to what they could extract from the remains of Erebus Base's systems.

His console rattled as he hammered away at it. He'd love to get the data into Kinnit's hands for analysis, but the investigators were being territorial about it, and it would be improper to pull rank.

They'd get it sorted out eventually. He could be patient. For now.

A message popped up on his console. He pulled it open.

Admiral Stonefist,

I need to have a private conversation with you. Please contact my office immediately.

- Commander Ordren

Grimthorn got an ugly premonition from the message. With deliberate calmness, he pushed his chair back and stood up.


FIFTY-FIVE
INVESTIGATION


Admiral Stonefist walked stiffly down to the conference room on level three. His scanner sat in his pocket, dragging like lead.

He was trying hard not to think about it, but no message that came in like that ever meant good news.

He had a terrible sense of what was coming.

He arrived at the conference room and took a deep breath, trying to steady his nerves. He walked in, marked the room as occupied, and sat at the table.

Calm. Cold. He needed to be the Granite Admiral. Whatever fear he had was pushed down, tucked away. His features flattened, as did his emotions.

He was Admiral Stonefist.

Now he was ready. He pressed the button on his scanner to contact Commander Ordren.

The scanner only beeped a couple of times before Commander Ordren's voice came online.

"Admiral Stonefist," Ordren said. "Are you in a private location?"

"I am."

"Please bring up visuals."

Grimthorn raised his eyebrows. That was unexpected. He pressed the visual mode on his scanner. A small holograph popped up and hovered over the table. Commander Ordren stared at him from the holo. On either side of him sat two severe-looking men, both wearing the jagged logo of Naval Investigators.

"What can I do for you, Commander?" Grimthorn asked, keeping his voice carefully level.

"For your information, this session is being recorded. I'm reaching out to inform you that your Assistant Kinnit has been put on administrative leave, effective immediately. You will revoke her access to all parts of the ISS Swordheart and deactivate her system accounts."

Grimthorn's jaw clenched as he worked out a response while clinging to his temper.

Calm. Cold. That's what he needed to be right now.

"Respectfully, sir," he managed to get out through gritted teeth, "you don't have the authority. Kinnit reports to me. I'm responsible for discipline, if I feel it is warranted."

"Kinnit the Kobold is now under investigation for treason to the Imperium," Commander Ordren said.

Grimthorn's control slipped.

"To Geina with you!" he barked. "That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard! Kinnit is the most loyal person in this Imperium!"

"Which is exactly what a traitor would have you believe," Ordren said coldly. "Somebody leaked the plans for the Oryndrax invasion to the enemy, and she is the prime suspect."

Grimthorn seethed.

"Regardless of this outrageous 'investigation,'" Grimthorn said, "you still don't have the authority. She reports to me, and I say you can take a walk out of an airlock."

"Actually, Admiral, you don't have the authority. Your authority over her has been revoked. You, also, are under investigation."

Admiral Stonefist's face went perfectly still.

"Choose your next words carefully, Commander."

"Your juvenile threat aside, clearly your operational security has been compromised. No one suspects you of treason, of course, but you seem to have some kind of blind spot around this Assistant of yours. Your reaction here makes the wisdom of this separation clear. Until the facts around Oryndrax have been established, she no longer reports to you. She is too great a threat to the Imperium to be allowed access to the most sensitive areas of our Navy."

Grimthorn struggled to maintain his composure, but all his brain could come up with was a laundry list of every oath and curse he had ever heard. He struggled to breathe, so great was the crushing fury in his chest.

It was all the worse because he knew Ordren had outmaneuvered him. There was nothing he could do about it right now, short of open rebellion. And with the session being recorded and witnessed, anything he said or did would be used against him during the investigation.

Calm. Cold.

"When will she be reinstated?" Grimthorn asked in a strangled voice.

"Once the investigation concludes, if she is found innocent of any wrongdoing, she may continue her Naval service. Though she will need to find a different role, something further away from operationally sensitive areas."

Grimthorn stared at Commander Ordren in stony silence. Ordren continued.

"Given the importance of your current position, you'll continue carrying out your duties until otherwise informed. Do you have any questions?"

"Yes. What political gain are you getting out of this? Cozying up to the anti-SS crowd? Or are the conspirators paying you directly?"

Commander Ordren colored.

"I've tried to be kind about this, Admiral. I even sent you a replacement Assistant. But you're not getting the message. Get rid of her. Put her back on her homeworld where she can't do any more damage. That is my command. Ordren out."

The holo vanished. Grimthorn sat staring at the scanner, every muscle in his body clenched to its utmost, his face bright red, his body screaming to unleash his rage.

He stood slowly, gripping the edge of the table so tightly that his joints crackled. He moved his crushing grip to the back of the chair. He wanted to smash it into the wall, into the display, flip the table, smash the room, scream his rage and his hurt until his lungs burst.

But Kinnit wouldn't like it. And it wouldn't do any good anyway.

With a powerful effort of will, he swallowed his impotent fury, willing his face to stone again.

He nearly succeeded.
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Senn smiled with genuine delight as he listened to the conversation between Admiral Stonefist and Commander Ordren. He steepled his fingers.

Phase 1 was complete. Now phase 2 could begin.
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Broca Brangwin stood among the crowd of Cryptographers. He silently stared at the wall as they chittered among themselves.

He no longer even remembered how long he had left of his six-month assignment. Being the handler for the Cryptographers had started as a grueling, mind-breaking duty, but now he was numb. The terror of their presence was still there; it still raged through him ceaselessly. Death seemed to loom over him every day, sinking steely fingers of horror into his flesh.

The more Cryptographers there were around, the worse it got. He'd grown indifferent to the terrible, oppressive feelings washing through him.

They were only feelings. They could be set aside. Everything could be set aside.

His skin had grown pale, his eyes hollow, darkly circled. His movements now were slow, almost ethereal. When not in use, he could easily stand and stare at a spot on the wall for hours, thinking.

There were thirteen Cryptographers today, as many as he had ever seen together at once. Something important was happening.

They were on board one of the few Cryptographer ships. The Cryptographers' chittering continued, their weird face tentacles sliding unnaturally through space-time. Dark goggles hid their eyes, and their flowing black robes swung loosely around them as they gestured with their taloned hands.

Broca had started picking up some of the Cryptographer's language. The clicky, chittery syntax was simple, but their mode of speech was incredibly difficult to follow. Every sentence, every expression was full of nuance, obfuscation, and misdirection, a puzzle to solve.

Cryptographers loved nothing so much as a good puzzle.

He couldn't quite follow their conversation. With so many conversationalists, the complexity of their communication exploded well beyond Broca's ability to parse. But he could tell that they were eager, full of anticipation.

One of them turned to him.

"Are... you... excited... to... meet... the... Emperor?" it asked.

"Oh," Broca said dreamily. "Is that where we're going?" He thought for a long minute. "That will be nice, I suppose."

"We... approach... the... jumphole."

Broca took a bracing breath. This was the one thing he still hadn't acclimated to yet. Traveling in jumpspace was a feat of mental fortitude at the best of times, but traveling in the presence of a Cryptographer was beyond imagining. His first jumphole trip with a Cryptographer had left him weeping and screaming on the floor of the ship. And now he was going to do it with thirteen of them.

The Cryptographer ship tipped into the jumphole.

Space and time unwound around Broca. Size and distance no longer had any meaning. Broca felt himself expand, his heart enclosing the galaxy, while at the same time he became the heat death of the universe. His body no longer had any form or meaning, and he collapsed like the heart of a neutron star, he became the star, greedily devouring all matter.

The Cryptographers around him did what Cryptographers always did in jumpspace. It was hard to come up with a decent metaphor for the activity, but after so many trips with them, Broca had settled on the closest thing he could think of.

It was as though they spread their arms in jumpspace and sang.

It was an imperfect metaphor; bodies and voices didn't exist in jumpspace, not the way they did in real space.

Nonetheless, all thirteen Cryptographers aligned themselves with each other and sang out in jumpspace, a chorus with no voices, no throats, and no sound.

Broca heard them, felt them. Their language, so rough and strange in real space, seemed perfectly suited to this broken realm.

Slowly, Broca Brangwin spread his arms and began to sing.
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"Has anybody seen Admiral Stonefist?" Kinnit called, looking around the mess hall.

Lucy the Velspyn server scuttled over. Once she was out from behind the counter, her spider-like form tended to loom, but she and Kinnit were old shipboard friends.

"I saw him storming by about an hour ago, hon," Lucy said. "He looked pretty upset. I'd check the gym."

"Thanks, Lucy. I'll go take a look."

Kinnit walked to the gym at a fast pace. Grimthorn had left the office suddenly, a few hours ago, and hadn't been back since.

She frowned worriedly. It wasn't like Grimthorn to run off like that without saying anything.

She entered the gym.

It took her a few minutes of casting about to find him. He was lying on one of the weight benches, stripped to his undershirt, drenched in sweat, heaving.

"Grimthorn!" she said. "There you are! What are you doing here?"

"Combat sims are broken," he said. He sat up and turned away from her, wiping his face.

"Grimthorn, what's wrong?"

He sagged on the bench.

"We need to talk," he said.

Her heart dropped. She felt as though she were spinning through space.

"Wh-what do you mean?"

He stood, facing away from her, and started putting on his uniform.

"Let's discuss in our... our usual place."

She nodded, waiting impatiently for him to finish putting on his jacket. With her heart thudding, she followed him out of the gym, trailing him as he walked. His shoulders bowed uncharacteristically.

They arrived at their nook. Grimthorn barely even glanced back for anybody that might be around before he slipped in.

With mounting fear, Kinnit followed.

"Grimthorn, what's going on?" she asked, her voice verging on panic.

He faced the portal, staring at the stars.

"Kinnit I..."

He paused for a long moment, his Adam's apple working silently.

"Just tell me, please!" she cried.

He turned to her.

"CenCom is putting you on administrative leave," he said finally. "They're investigating the Oryndrax leak, and they're--they think you're involved."

She turned her face up to him, her luminous eyes suddenly sparkling with unshed tears. Her face was filled with anguish.

"M-me?" she said in a small voice.

Grimthorn hated CenCom more with each passing second. He felt willing to smash the whole galaxy, from the Emperor down, if it would only remove that look from her face forever.

"They've taken it out of my hands," he said shortly. "I fought it, but--"

"Do you think I did it?" she asked in a tiny, quavering voice, her lips trembling.

He stared at her for a moment in open shock. Then he snatched her roughly into his arms, crushing her in a powerful hug.

"I could never," he said fiercely, hugging her with all his strength. "I could never believe that you would betray the Imperium. It would be easier to believe I was a traitor myself."

She sobbed into his chest, soaking his uniform. Her arms crept around him, clinging to him like a lifeline.

He held her while she cried out the shock of the news.

Her sobbing tapered off after a good long cry.

"I'm sorry, I made a mess of your uniform," she said, scrubbing ineffectually at the wet spot on his jacket.

"It's fine," he said. He stilled her hand by taking it in his.

"What's going to happen to me?" she asked, tears filling her eyes again.

"I'm required to return you to your home planet of Takkar until the investigation is over."

She laid her head back on his chest, closing her eyes. A hiccuping sob escaped her.

"How long will it take?" she said quietly.

"No telling. It's clearly not about the investigation. It's about getting you away from the service. The investigation is just the excuse they're using."

"They're taking the stars from me," Kinnit said quietly, her tears flowing freely. "They're taking you from me. They're taking away all the things I love."

Grimthorn stiffened with rage.

"We'll run away," he said. "To Geina with CenCom, the Navy, and the Imperium! We'll find a place to escape, to--"

"No, Grimthorn, no! Please!" She turned her face up to his. "I can't bear the thought of being branded a traitor!" She buried her face in his chest. "I love the Imperium!"

"I know you do. I know."

He held her close. He would promise her anything right now.

"I will find out where the leak came from," he said. "I will clear your name. I promise you. The galaxy will know your love for the Imperium. Anyone who ever thought otherwise will forever be branded as a fool."

She clutched his jacket, holding him close.

"Thank you, Grimthorn," she said quietly. She looked up at him longingly. "I... I can't bear to be apart from you. But I'm not a traitor. Knowing that you'll be working to bring me back is a comfort."

"Everything in my power," he promised. "I love you, Kinnit."

She held his gaze.

"I love you, Grimthorn. I want..."

She trailed off. She closed her eyes and pursed her lips, stretching her neck to bring her face closer to him. Grimthorn hesitated only a moment before he captured her lips with his.

As first kisses went, it was clumsy, it was awkward, and it was a profoundly sincere expression of their love and desire.

After a long moment, they broke apart and stared deeply into one another's eyes.

"I want to do that with you forever," she said breathlessly.

"Everything in my power," he repeated.

Their lips met again, and time whirled away as they spent the evening lost in each other's presence, robustly breaking the law.


FIFTY-SIX
HOME TO TAKKAR


Kinnit sat upright in her bunk. Her scanner was displaying an adventure novel, one of her favorites, but she was staring through it, unable to read a word.

She'd done plenty of crying in the two days since Grimthorn had told her that CenCom was shipping her back to her home planet of Takkar. Now she felt cried out, dried up, and hollow.

No more Imperium. No more Navy. No more Grimthorn.

Not for now, anyway. Grimthorn had promised to clear her name, and she knew he would. She thought of him having to struggle against CenCom and the conspiracy by himself, without her there to help, and her throat tightened. If she'd had any tears left, the thought of him standing alone would have squeezed them out of her.

She wasn't bringing anything with her except for a few clothes and her blaster. All her possessions would stay in her quarters. Grimthorn had been very firm that her quarters were reserved for her until her return. All her belongings would stay safe on the ISS Swordheart.

Her eyes wandered to the beautiful ballgown taking up nearly all the room in her closet. She smiled a little. Someday, maybe they could try taking a vacation together again. Someday, maybe they could dance again.

Her door chimed. She stared dumbly at it. One the one hand, Grimthorn was on the other side. On the other hand, once she opened it, she would be escorted off her ship, sent back to Takkar.

She loved Takkar and her people. She did. But she wanted to live among the stars.

She ended that line of thought before she could find more tears to shed. She opened the door and there stood Grimthorn: tall, stern, and imposing.

"May I come in?" he asked.

She nodded and gestured him in. He entered and the door closed behind him. He took a deep breath, his hands clasped behind him. He appeared to struggle within himself for a moment.

"It's time," he said. "I'll escort you to your home."

"My home is here," she said softly.

Grimthorn's face crumpled at her words. He took her gently in an embrace.

"I know," he said quietly. He didn't dare say more until he could get control of his emotions.

"I love you, Grimthorn," she said, squeezing him as tightly as she could. For a minute, he could only nod.

"I love you too, Kinnit," he said once he was finally able to speak. "I'll miss you so much."

They held each other for a long while, neither wanting to break the embrace, but at long last Grimthorn loosened his hold and stood upright. He swiped at his face, and his expression settled into its usual stony gaze.

"Everything within my power," he reminded her. "Come. Some people want to say goodbye. Let's not keep them waiting."

She nodded, and did what she could to regain her composure. She slipped her scanner into her pocket, straightened her jacket and picked up her pack.

"Let's go," she said.

Grimthorn paneled open the door, and they stepped out into the hallway. Kinnit's mouth dropped open.

Lining both sides of the hall was the crew of the ISS Swordheart. They held a rigid salute, all dressed in their full formal uniforms.

Wrung out or not, tears sprang to her eyes and her bottom lip trembled. She saluted them back. Grimthorn began walking down the hallway in a slow, measured march. She fell in and marched in step beside him.

They reached the lift, which took them down to the docking bay level. When the doors opened, the hallway leading to the docking bay was also lined with crew, holding their salutes. Tears flowed steadily from her eyes now as she and Grimthorn marched past everyone she knew and had worked with since she'd come on board.

Near the entrance to the docking bay, Lucy the Velspyn stood with all the assembled crew. Without warning, she leaned out and hugged Kinnit.

"I'm so sorry, hon. Those accusations are... are complete zs'kharr, if you'll excuse my language."

Kinnit hugged her back.

"I'll miss you, Lucy," she said.

"I just can't believe the Imperium would do this!"

Kinnit broke the hug and held the spider-like server at arm's length. She tried her best to smile.

"The Imperium didn't do this, Lucy. Corrupt men did. I'll be back soon, you'll see. Justice will prevail."

Kinnit stepped back and turned to face the lines of crewmen. She saluted sharply.

"All hail the Imperium!" she cried in a loud, clear voice.

"All hail!" they replied.
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In the docking bay, Sol the Assistant and Iluna Dabrini the pilot waited. They saluted as she entered.

Sol looked shell-shocked. He held himself awkwardly, thrumming with worry.

"I'm sorry this happened," he said. "I--I'm sure you'll be cleared soon."

Kinnit took his hand.

"I'll miss you too, Sol."

He shook her hand firmly, then stepped back, unsure what else to say.

Wordlessly, Grimthorn, Kinnit and Dabrini boarded Digger. The docking bay was cleared and vented as they settled in.

"Pilot Dabrini, take us down to the surface of Takkar, please."

The little utility shuttle lifted off, departing the ISS Swordheart.

Grimthorn turned on the 360-degree portal in Digger. Kinnit smiled sadly, looking at the stars.

"I'll miss Digger, too," she said.

"No, you won't," Grimthorn said. "I'm going to leave Digger with you on the planet. You won't be able to go far, but if there's an emergency, or... or if you just want to look at the stars..."

Kinnit took his hand and pressed it to her face.

"Thank you, Grimthorn."

They flew toward the planet. Pilot Dabrini was going unusually slowly, giving Grimthorn and Kinnit a little extra time.

Dark green forests covered the surface of Takkar, with hints of water or plains peeking through in small patches between the dense foliage. In spite of the circumstances of her return, in spite of everything, Kinnit's heart surged as she viewed her home. Torn as her heart was, a small measure of joy began to creep in as her planet drew nearer.

Grimthorn cleared his throat uncomfortably.

"I thought that maybe... I know this may not be the best time... but maybe I could meet your family?" he said. "If you're willing, of course."

Kinnit turned to him, her eyes beginning to light up.

"That's a wonderful idea!" she exclaimed. "I can introduce you to everyone!" And spend more time with you before we have to separate, she thought. "I can show you around! I'll show you Home Cave, and Lookout Rock, and the trophy pit. If you have time we can go look at Long Lake. I'll show you all the best sights of Takkar."

He smiled, the first genuine smile he'd managed since his meeting with Commander Ordren.

"I'd like that," he said.

"Um." She paused, looking uncertain. "If there's anything in your pockets, you'll want to leave it all in the shuttle. My people are still learning the concept of personal property. Also, be prepared for a lot of touching. Kobolds are very physically close."

"I understand," he said. He pulled out his scanner and laid it aside.

"This will be fun!" she said, beginning to regain a little of her enthusiasm.

"It will be," Grimthorn said quietly. The shuttle crawled closer to the planet. "Takkar. An interesting name. Does it have some significance?"

Kinnit laughed a little.

"In the Kobold language, it just means 'home,'" she said. "There was some confusion in the translation when the first diplomats made contact with our species. The diplomat wanted to know what we called our planet, so he pointed down at it and asked what we called it. We didn't understand the concept of 'planets' very well at that time, so our delegate said 'home.' The name just stuck."

Grimthorn smiled a little at her story.

They began descending through the atmosphere. The shuttle shook a little during re-entry. The wraparound portal gave them an excellent view of the flames that wreathed the little vessel as it dropped toward the surface of Takkar.

They landed gently near a long, weathered strip of gray rock peeking out from the forest. The hatch irised open and they stepped out.

Kinnit took a deep breath of air, thick with morning humidity and heavy with the scent of dewy earth.

As much as she didn't want to be here, it felt good to be back on her home soil.

She walked along the old spit of rock, her feet finding familiar purchase on the rock's surface. It had been worn comfortably smooth by untold generations of Kobolds as they traveled out onto its length to take advantage of the commanding view of the surrounding woods.

"This is where we watch for predators," Kinnit explained as Grimthorn joined her. "At night, when the weather turns cold, they'll come out of the woods. But it will be safe now."

Grimthorn nodded, looking at the dense forest surrounding them. The trees were tall, narrow, and deciduous. Their dense foliage made the depths of the forest impenetrably dark. It looked like a wonderful place for predators to lurk.

"What lives in there?" he asked.

"Many fell beasts," she replied. She thought for a moment. "The usual predators, they're... well, there's not an Imperial word for them, but you can think of them as something kind of like cat-bears. There are also rockpaws down by the lakes. Oh, and poison-worms throughout the forest."

"Sounds dangerous."

Kinnit smiled, gazing at the forest.

"Not anymore. The Imperium gave us blasters, taught us to use them. The predators are powerful and deadly, but not deadlier than a blaster bolt."

She spun and bounced away, hiding her face from him.

"Come, Grimthorn! I want you to meet everyone!"

He followed her down off of Lookout Rock. They went through a small ravine, then climbed a steep hill. In the rocky face of the hill was a long, vertical crack.

"Stay here for a bit. I have to see if they'll let you join the Clamber."

Grimthorn nodded and stood aside, his arms folded.

Kinnit slipped into Home Cave.

"Kinnit!" voices cried from inside. "It's Kinnit!"

The younger Kobolds near the entrance noticed her first. They tumbled and shrieked and scrambled over and around each other.

More Kobolds boiled up from further back in the cave, bustled in from side caves, crying out for joy, scrambling and hooting.

Kinnit gleefully flung herself into the boiling mass of bodies. She bounced on the surface of the Clamber for a moment, then she was drawn in. Dozens of hands touched her, felt her, dug into her pockets, examined the buttons of her uniform, re-acquainted themselves with her. She reached out in turn, caressed old friends and family, wrapped safe and warm in the press of bodies.

Whispers went through the Clamber, carried from ear to ear. Kinnit strained to hear what was being said, what news the excited whispers carried.

"What is it?" she laughed. "What?"

The whispers resolved, came closer, became clear. Her breath caught as she made out what they were saying.

"She's Kinnit Longlegs."

"Kinnit Longlegs!"

"Her legs were so long she could go to the stars!"

"Kinnit Longlegs!"

Kinnit's abused emotions suffered another battering as she took in the import of the whispers.

"You gave me a last name," she said quietly. Pride slowly filled her chest as the import of it all settled in. "You gave me a name."

The only Kobolds with last names were heroes and legends.

"Longlegs will always be remembered!"

"Hurray for Kinnit Longlegs!"

"Kinnit Longlegs among the stars!"

Kinnit reveled in the embrace of her people and the warmth of their approval as her new name went from ear to ear, spreading throughout the cave. She laughed through her tears as she was passed, hand to hand, through the Clamber. She rested in the embrace of her people as they whispered her new name.

"Oh!" she said, her eyes flying open. "I'd like permission for someone to join the Clamber! Grimthorn!"

The Clamber stilled as a tall shadow blocked the cave entrance.

"This is Grimthorn Stonefist," she told the Clamber. She didn't need to raise her voice; her words were repeated throughout the Clamber, carried from ear to ear until everybody heard. "He's the one that protects me among the stars."

The Clamber grew unnaturally quiet. Whispers only slowly started again, traveling through the mass of bodies, mouth to ear, mouth to ear.

"He's so big."

"He looks angry."

"Is he dangerous?"

"He's so big."

Concerned whispers circled the Clamber as hundreds of eyes stared at Grimthorn. Kinnit cleared her throat.

"May he join the Clamber?"

More whispers.

"He protects Kinnit Longlegs."

"He could fight a cat-bear."

"He could eat a cat-bear."

"Yes, a strong hunter to join the Clamber."

After long minutes of discussion, consensus was reached.

"Grimthornstonefist may join the Clamber."

"He is invited by Kinnit Longlegs."

"Grimthorn!" Kinnit called. "Come in! They say you can join in!"

Grimthorn stepped into the cave, ducking to fit. He paused uncertainly.

"Erm. What do I do here?" he asked.

"Just... kind of lie down and roll in."

"I don't want to hurt anybody."

"You'll be fine. There are lots of hands to carry you."

Grimthorn carefully knelt among the Kobolds and gingerly stretched himself out. Dozens of small hands took him and drew him into the mass of bodies with surprising smoothness and speed.

"He's so big!"

"Feel how strong he is!"

"He doesn't have any horns!"

Grimthorn stiffened as uncountable hands explored his body. They were curious, questing, probing. They invaded places where even the Navy doctor had not explored.

Nothing was off-limits to a curious Kobold.

Grimthorn Stonefist gritted his teeth and endured. For Kinnit.

[image: ]


They sat outside, later, side by side on Lookout Rock, gazing up at the stars.

"It's hazier than I remember," Kinnit said, her eyes fixed on the skies.

"You can go up in Digger and look at the stars," Grimthorn said. "You can't go far, but you know how to take off and get into orbit, right?"

"I do," she said. "And I'm sure I will. But this reminds me of stargazing when I was young." She sighed. "I've learned so much about the stars, but I still love their beauty."

She pointed to a constellation in the western sky.

"That's Ulther Meatbringer. He's the mightiest hunter of legend. He watches over us and protects all the Kobolds."

Grimthorn put an arm around her as she told him the tales of Ulther. She leaned against Grimthorn as she talked, comforted by his presence while they waited for the shuttle that would take him back to the Swordheart, away from her.
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Kinnit stood on Lookout Rock in the cooling night air. The shuttle lifted off, carrying Grimthorn away, up to the heavens, up to the Ninth Fleet, hidden from her sight.

She sighed, tears pooling again in her eyes as she smiled sadly. She already missed him badly, missed his steady, strong presence.

And she would miss her people, too, because she was in no way going to stay stuck on Takkar while Grimthorn needed her help.

She pulled out her scanner and began tapping out a message.


FIFTY-SEVEN
GATHERING STORMS


Broca Brangwin stood before the Emperor, his eyes vacant and his face slack.

"Hello, Lieutenant Brangwin," the Emperor said. "I hear you've been doing good work with our Cryptographers."

"I suppose," Brangwin said absently. "Your Imperial Majesty," he appended.

They were assembled in one of the small ornate meeting halls on board the Cryptographers' ship. Marble columns and flying buttresses tried to lend a grand air to the hall, but deep shadows lurked in every nook and cranny, and the air itself felt staticky and unpleasant.

Thirteen Cryptographers surrounded the pair, Emperor and Lieutenant, watching silently, their writhing face-tentacles stilled in anticipation.

The Emperor frowned.

"How long has he been like this?" he asked.

One of the Cryptographers chittered a response.

"No, it's not normal. Longer than is safe, clearly. He does seem resilient to the change, though." The Emperor leaned close to Lieutenant Brangwin. "How long have you been working with the Cryptographers?" he asked in the loud, overly-clear voice one uses with children and speakers of foreign languages.

"How long?" Brangwin asked. "What is time? Time is meaningless."

Worried lines creased the Emperor's brow.

"Is he too far gone?"

The assembled Cryptographers skittered and muttered amongst themselves.

"Yes, yes, I know," said the Emperor. "But we still need the kernel, the 'Brangwin-ness' of him for it to work." The Emperor thought for a bit. "Perhaps if you all move away. Give him some space."

Concerned clicking and chittering filled the hall.

"No, I'll hear no more about it. You lot clear out, give me some time with the boy. I'll be fine."

Reluctantly, the Cryptographers withdrew, taking themselves to the far end of the ship. The oppressive psychic weight of their presence dampened, diminished, and finally vanished.

The Emperor carefully watched Lieutenant Brangwin.

Brangwin's eyes came back into focus, slowly returning from the distant galaxy they'd been residing in these last few weeks.

"Lieutenant Brangwin?" the Emperor said. "Can you understand me? Do you know where you are?"

Understanding sluggishly spiraled into Brangwin's eyes. As his brain finally re-engaged, he gasped and immediately dropped to the floor, kneeling and splaying his arms out before him.

"Y-Your Imperial Majesty!" he cried.

The Emperor smiled indulgently.

"Rise, please, young Brangwin. Come, sit, and speak with me."

"I would not dare," Lieutenant Brangwin said, his face pressed fully into the cold marble tiles of the floor. "What could I say to the Emperor of the Imperium?"

The Emperor harrumphed. He went and sat in one of the chairs at the low, round table.

"Very well, as Emperor of the Imperium, I order you to rise, take a seat, and speak with me."

Brangwin rose slowly, shakily, like a man lifted with puppet strings. With his eyes fixed to the floor, he scuttled over to the nearest chair and seated himself on the foremost edge, ready to fling himself back on the floor at a moment's notice.

The Emperor gave him a wry look.

"I don't suppose it would do any good to order you to relax?"

"I will try, Your Imperial Majesty," Brangwin said in a quiet voice.

"I want to talk with you, Lieutenant. Ask you some questions."

"Yes, Your Imperial Majesty."

"Tell me. What do you think of the Imperium?"

"It is glorious and majestic, Your Imperial Majesty, a fitting reflection of your glory." He trembled, as though he were anxious to return to the floor.

"Do you know what I value most in my subjects, Lieutenant Brangwin?" The Emperor stood and walked over to the terrified young man. "Look up and answer me, please."

Brangwin reluctantly raised his eyes, fixing them on the Emperor's chin. Try as he might, he could raise them no higher.

"Y-you value loyalty, Your Imperial Majesty."

The Emperor nodded.

"Loyalty is critical, this is true. But above loyalty I value honesty. If you are honest with me, no harm will come to you, I promise. Can you be honest with me?"

Eyes wide with alarm, Brangwin nodded jerkily.

"I will do my best, Your Imperial Majesty."

"Excellent. Now tell me, what do you think of the Imperium?"

Brangwin trembled, and his jaw locked as he tried to speak. Slowly, he worked his jaw and throat until he could get the words out.

"It is beautiful and glorious but flawed," Brangwin squeezed out in a horrified whisper.

"Excellent." The Emperor nodded. "And in your opinion, what is wrong with the Imperium?"

Another long pause while Brangwin forced himself to respond.

"It is full of corruption. Self-serving people. Leeches and parasites," he managed.

"Yes. How serious is the problem?"

"Very, Your Imperial Majesty. It is a threat to the very fabric of the Imperium."

"You're right. The Imperium faces a grave peril. How does that make you feel?"

Fat tears filled Brangwin's eyes, overflowing and dropping to the floor as he stared fixedly at the Emperor's chin.

"I wish it were not so," Brangwin said. "I wish the Imperium could continue forever."

"Why?"

"She is the greatest good in the galaxy. She is the most glorious empire. The jewel of the universe."

"Tell me, young Brangwin, do you think Imperium can be saved? Or is she destined for a long, slow decline into disintegration and decay?"

"I think the fall of the Imperium is inevitable," Brangwin said quietly. "I can only hope it does not happen in my lifetime."

The Emperor smiled sadly

"Can nothing be done, then?"

"Not by me."

"Why not?"

"I'm weak. Powerless. Selfish. Short-sighted."

The Emperor sat back in his seat. He sighed heavily.

"Brangwin. Please look at me. In the eyes."

With a tremendous effort of will, Brangwin forced his eyes to the Emperor's. On the surface, they were kindly, wrinkled around the edges and dark brown. But in their depths hid an ocean of memory, a terrible strength, and an immovable resolve. Brangwin's heart quailed within him.

"Broca Brangwin, what would you say if I gave you an opportunity to save the Imperium?"

"It would be an honor beyond words," he replied, his voice hoarse and quiet.

"This opportunity would exact a terrible price from you. Worse, by far, than anything you can possibly imagine."

Broca Brangwin, facilitator to the Cryptographers, stood shakily to his feet, keeping his eyes fixed to the Emperor's. Slowly he saluted.

"My all for the Imperium," he said. "All hail the Imperium!"

The Emperor smiled.

"All hail," he replied.
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Lieutenant Voth woke, muzzy and confused. His blankets were twisted around his legs, and his curly hair was messy. He blinked at the darkness.

Why was he awake?

His scanner beeped again.

He popped it on. The time glared at him, "0320". He swiped it away and looked at the message, squinting against the sudden brightness. His face twisted in confusion.

"What does Kinnit want at this hour?" he muttered.

His confusion didn't lessen any as he read her message.

Why did she want berth for a Navy shuttle on a commercial vessel?

Commercial transport for Navy vessels was not unheard of. As Assistant to Admiral Cora Din of the Fifth Fleet, Lieutenant Voth certainly had the access to look up and requisition a civilian vessel for Naval purposes, but so did Kinnit.

And why didn't she want Admiral Stonefist to know? Weird.

He shrugged and tapped out a quick message back. Then he laid back down on his bunk. He'd set it up tomorrow morning.

Whatever Kinnit needed, he was sure it was for a good reason.
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Kinnit smiled at Voth's reply. She turned off her scanner and slid it back into her pocket. She sat with her knees under her chin and looked up at the stars.

The stars on Takkar winked and twinkled in a way they didn't in space. In space, they were austere, beautiful, and cold, like a handful of gemstones scattered across black velvet. Here on Takkar, though, they were friendly and playful, telling her stories with their constellations, shifting and glimmering in the black sky. The heavy humidity of Takkar made the stars especially lively.

Down here, she could forget all the dry details, the fact that many of the pinpricks of light were actually galaxies or other planets, that the turbulence of the atmosphere caused the twinkling. She could forget all of that and see the legends in the night sky: Hammar of the trees, Brindletooth the Deceiver, and, of course, Ulther the Hunter.

So many of the Kobolds of legend were clever tricksters or charlatans, thinking their way around strong opponents or talking their way out of trouble. Kobolds were not strong, so they survived with their brains.

Kinnit sat perched on the end of Lookout Rock. She stretched her legs in front of her and giggled. Kinnit Longlegs. Perhaps someday she would have a constellation, too. Perhaps, if she could bring her people to the stars. She laid a hand on the slim gold collar fused to her neck.

She gazed deep into the forest. During the day, the woods were cool and dim, dappled by the sun that filtered through the broad leaves overhead. Kobolds could hunt through the brush, foraging for tasty roots or wood mice to supplement their crops. Or mushrooms. Kinnit's mouth watered a little at the thought of a barley-mushroom stew. She hadn't had that since she'd stepped out on her first assignment. Maybe she'd ask if they could make some tomorrow.

During the day, the vast woods provided food, but at night they turned dangerous. Cat-bears roamed freely, and further in lurked larger, deadlier monsters. Kinnit shuddered.

Soon the weather would turn cold, and predators would creep out of the woods, driven by hunger to try for a taste of Kobold. Traditionally, the Kobolds made every mouthful expensive for the predators, but now, with weapons from the Imperium, they could repel the cat-bears entirely. Certainly the trophy pit should be more impressive now.

She got to her feet, walked back along the exposed gray spur of Lookout Rock, and headed for the trophy pit, her curiosity piqued.

The trophy pit was where Kobolds displayed their greatest predator kills. It was stationed far enough away from Home Cave that it wouldn't attract vermin, and the bodies were artistically arranged where everyone could appreciate the view of dead cat-bears rotting away instead of eating Kobolds.

She picked her way down the path toward the trophy pit. She wished she'd had time to show Grimthorn the trophy pit; it was a point of particular pride among the Kobolds.

She gasped as she entered the familiar ravine. The heavy bodies of cat-bears were lined up, nose to tail, nearly all the way around the ravine, balanced carefully on the bleached bones of their predecessors.

She'd never seen so many large, fresh bodies in the pit. Truly the weapons of the Imperium were a blessing. Every dead cat-bear was a living Kobold.

With a bounce in her step, she returned to Home Cave. She crept in quietly, trying not to disturb anyone. The surface of Home Cave was the same gray color as Lookout Rock. The interior had the distinctive smell of wet stone, overlaid with the smells of burning fires, old food, and sweaty Kobolds. It was sparsely decorated with interesting sticks, small constructs made of bones, and the occasional animal skin that had an interesting pattern.

Piles of sleeping Kobolds were scattered throughout the cave on the mossy floor. Piles of leaves made beds for groups of ten to twenty Kobolds.

Kinnit burrowed into the sleep pile nearest the cave entrance, disturbing those who were already snoozing. She nestled in among the warm bodies, turning herself so she could stare out of the cave at the little sliver of sky visible from where she rested. She hooted a quiet song at the beauty of the stars.

Warm and happy, she allowed her eyes to drift shut in slumber.
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Admiral Stonefist paced his office, rigid with unspent fury. His mind whirled, trying to settle, trying to focus.

Lieutenant Sol watched him quietly. Grimthorn had already snapped at him twice today. He would have to apologize for it later.

He knew he needed to focus, to start the investigation that would clear Kinnit, but every time he tried he'd think about her anguished face and get angry again. Now he was trying to work off some energy so he could get back to what he needed to do.

He had set Lieutenant Sol to scanning through all the security footage for the entire Swordheart, starting around the time the information of the Oryndrax invasion would have been leaked. Sol was capable, but he was so slow compared to Kinnit. Grimthorn tried not to hold it against the young man, he really did, but all he could think of was Kinnit stranded on that technologically underdeveloped planet while Sol plodded through the security footage.

In any case, Grimthorn didn't think the leak had realistically been from his ship. It had to have leaked from somewhere in CenCom. He couldn't review CenCom's security footage, though. All he could do was make an airtight case that the info hadn't leaked from the Swordheart. It wouldn't be enough to clear Kinnit, but it would lay a good foundation for her case.

His scanner beeped. He lifted it to his ear.

"Yes?"

"Admiral Stonefist, there's an encrypted comm for you."

"Patch it in," he said.

A masked voice, heavy with distortion, came through.

"Admiral Stonefist, I need to talk to you," it said.

The shell of Grimthorn's scanner crackled in the sudden pressure of his crushing grip. The last time he'd heard this kind of distorted voice was after Kinnit had been kidnapped by Captain Denth.

"What do you want?" he growled.

"I am... a friend. I've been part of a conspiracy against the Imperium. But they're going too far. I want to help you."

Grimthorn swallowed his acid response. The voice was not recognizable through the filter, but the speech pattern and attitude was very different from last time. This sounded like a different person, even if it came through the same filter.

A tiny flicker of hope lit in his chest.

"Why?" he asked.

"I joined the conspiracy because I wanted to save the Imperium. It is corrupt, ineffective. But now the conspiracy is attacking innocent SS to serve their ends. They--they killed my friend."

Grimthorn waited in stony silence as the voice paused.

"They'll kill me, too, if they catch me," it continued finally, "but I can't let them continue."

"So why are you contacting me?"

"You're the great Admiral Stonefist. You kill bugs. The conspiracy has been controlling the Insectoids. I want to tell you where to find the rest of the Oryndrax fleet."

"The ones piloting the Vylar ships?"

"Yes. They're hiding in the Alvor system."

In spite of himself, Grimthorn nodded. Alvor would be a good choice; one of its planets was lush and warm, rich with plant life and oxygen. A good place for the bugs to forage in between raids.

"Why should I believe you?"

There was a long silence on the other end of the comm.

"I have to go," the voice said suddenly. And the comm went dead.

Admiral Stonefist carefully laid his scanner on his desk. Sol looked at him with wide eyes. Grimthorn spent long minutes lost in thought.

"I've never seen a more obvious trap that I knew I was going to walk into," he said finally.


FIFTY-EIGHT
THE TRAP SPRINGS


Admiral Stonefist stood on the captain's dais on the bridge of the ISS Swordheart, scanning the data on the massive screen that wrapped around three quarters of the bridge.

The ISS Swordheart and part of the Ninth Fleet were parked in front of a jumphole; the last one before the Alvor system.

If the information he'd gotten was correct, the remainder of the Oryndrax fleet was on the other side of that jumphole. The fleet that had killed innocents at Yellow Dog outpost. The ships that had attacked the civilian cruise ship Ophir. The tool of the conspiracy.

If the information was correct, Admiral Stonefist could finally grind out this threat to the Imperium.

"Prepare all tubes," he said. "Deep scanning probes only. I want to know everything that's in that sector."

"Sir," said Lieutenant Sol, "if we send probes, we could alert the enemy to our presence."

Admiral Stonefist tried hard not to cast a disapproving glare at Sol.

"Chances are high that this is a trap," he said. "I'd rather give the enemy some time to prepare than walk blindly into whatever they have set up for me."

"Oh, of... of course, sir."

Lieutenant Sol looked as though he had something else on his mind.

"Speak your mind, Lieutenant."

"Well, sir... if it's a trap, shouldn't we leave it alone?"

"Would that we could. If there's even a slim chance of eliminating the Oryndrax threat, we need to take it. If we leave this fleet running around loose, there's no telling how many raids they'll conduct when they run low on supplies. And without the arkship resupplying them, that's going to happen sooner rather than later."

"I see, sir," Sol said.

"As for our protection, I've thought through all the ways I would trap this," Grimthorn said, "and set up countermeasures. We'll keep the jumphole exits defended and fall back if we have to."

"Understood, sir."

Admiral Stonefist frowned. Kinnit would have understood without needing to be told. She would also have set up a better nav plan than they had. Not that Sol was bad at his job. But he wasn't Kinnit.

Grimthorn pushed thoughts of her out of his mind. He couldn't afford to get distracted now. Focus on the task at hand.

Alvor had three primary jumpholes: one to Deron sector, one to Minda, and one to Rulveobos. Admiral Stonefist's idea was to split the Ninth Fleet into three separate detachments, one for each sector, and swoop in from all three jumpholes simultaneously. With some luck, the fighters would be clustered up, and the Ninth could bathe the Oryndrax fighters in destruction from the fleet's ion cannons, then unleash the Imperium's fighters to mop up. Any Oryndrax cruisers could be handled by the Ninth's heavier ships.

This was complicated by the layout of the jumpholes. They all had different travel times, so the detachments had to carefully synchronize their departure times.

The thornier complication was going to be maintaining the communications between the detachments of the divided fleet.

Comms couldn't travel through jumpholes directly, so message buoys were stationed at every jumphole in the Imperium. Ordinarily, messages were carried through jumpholes, buoy to buoy, then retransmitted on the other end. In this way, a message, much like a ship, could be sent across the galaxy faster than light.

Since there were unknown hostiles in the Alvor system, the Ninth Fleet couldn't use their buoys. Until they were all in the Alvor system, the Ninth Fleet was forced to route their messages through a long, circuitous path. It took nearly thirty minutes to get messages to all the detachments.

The three detachments had coordinated before they split, but the lack of immediate communications had Grimthorn on edge. He keenly felt the absence of Kinnit and her planning capability.

He shook his head. Focus. Sol was a perfectly adequate Assistant. Even if he was not nearly as capable as Kinnit.

His mouth twisted wryly. Before Kinnit, Lieutenant Sol was almost exactly what he would have expected--what he would have wanted from an Assistant.

"Sir, messages back from the other detachments," Sol said. "They're prepared for the attack."

"Very good. Launch the probes. I want every detail, down to the color of their underwear."

"Yes, sir," said the fire control officer. "Probes away."

"Get those torpedo tubes loaded back up. I want neutron warheads in there. If we get an ugly surprise, I want an ugly surprise for them, too."

The minutes stretched out as data trickled back through the wormhole buoy. The Infographers were busily processing the raw data and creating a visualization of the Alvor system.

A picture steadily emerged. The Alvor system had a bright yellow star, orbited by a gleaming green planet. It was slightly too hot to be comfortably habitable for Terrans, but was probably fine for bugs.

Nearly a hundred detachments of Vylar fighters were stationed around the planet. Each Oryndrax group had a few dozen fighters supporting a cruiser or light destroyer.

"Standard defensive posture," Grimthorn said, reviewing the data. "Too bad they didn't cluster up, but I guess they can't all be easy." He looked over at the temporal officer. "What's our time-to-departure?"

"Approximately five minutes, sir."

"Very good. Infography, report."

"Mass readings are stable, sir. No evidence of heavy weapons, mass-chain, quantum disruptors, or hidden ships or traps. The only energy signatures are from the Vylar fighters and the Oryndrax escorts."

"Sir!" Lieutenant Renning reported. "Data from the probes has stopped!"

"They must have been destroyed. The Oryndrax know we're here, now. No point in waiting any more. Let's head in. The rest of the fleet should show up in a few minutes. We can grab the bugs' attention, give the other detachments an opportunity for a flank attack."

"Sir, should we..." Lieutenant Sol trailed off.

"Yes, Lieutenant?"

"N-nothing, sir."

"Speak your mind."

Lieutenant Sol wrestled with himself for a moment before speaking.

"Shouldn't we stick to the plan, sir? Wait for the rest of the fleet?"

Grimthorn laid a fatherly hand on the young man's shoulder.

"No plan survives first contact," he said. "Always be flexible in combat. Go in with an idea, not a plan. Plans lock you into a course of action. Ideas can change."

Sol nodded uncertainly.

"Yes, sir."

The Deron detachment, containing the ISS Swordheart, turned for the jumphole.
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"Four point two relative minutes in jumpspace!" called the temporal officer. Sharp pinpricks of distant stars glittered mercilessly, casting their light on the hull of the ISS Swordheart as it emerged into the Alvor system. The warm yellow sun greeted them cheerily.

As soon as the Swordheart was clear of the jumphole, it began lobbing ion shells as fast as they could be loaded. Each shell disabled several fighters as it flared blue, flooding the area around it with electromagnetic disruption.

"Get our fighters out!" called Admiral Stonefist. "Keep those blasters ready, they'll be all over us in a minute. Torpedo control, target the nearest escort ships. Let's knock out as many as we can. Renning, keep those scanners going, and send all data to Infography. I want to know as soon as anything unexpected shows up."

Angular Imperial fighters swept out of the Swordheart in orderly formations. They broke off into tight squads, heading for the incoming Vylar fighters. Narrow flashes of light traced the path of blaster bolts as dogfighting broke out.

The Vylar fighters, manned by Oryndrax pilots, were more nimble than their Imperial counterparts, but they were also more lightly armed. The Imperial fighters had heavy blasters with a slower rate of fire, but longer range.

Admiral Stonefist watched the dogfighting unfold. The Imperial pilots worked together, isolating units from the enemy squadron and blasting them apart before picking another target. The Oryndrax pilots were not good at working together, but the Vylar fighters were equipped with an AI that tried to work with its neighbors in combat. Each Oryndrax was a team of one, so they were constantly fighting what their ships wanted them to do.

Nonetheless, the AI tactics were blunting the effectiveness of the Imperial fighters.

"Sir! The Deron and Rulveobos detachments have arrived!"

"Very good. Send them all the information from our scans. Have them hit the squadrons on the flanks."

The battle raged for twenty minutes. It was clear very early on that, even though the Oryndrax had thousands of fighters, they were simply outgunned and outclassed by the might of the Ninth Fleet.

Unfortunately, the Oryndrax literally didn't have a word in their language for "surrender." They'd have to be crushed utterly, down to the last bug.

Grimthorn kept one eye on the battle, and another on the data from the ongoing scans, watching for the trap.

As the last few Vylar fighters flared into nothingness, Grimthorn tensed.

"All detachments, hedgehog formation!" he called.

Quiet settled across the sector as the Ninth Fleet formed three spherical formations, all guns pointed outward.

Long minutes passed.

"Where is it?" Grimthorn muttered.

"Sir?" Sol asked. "Did we... win?"

Grimthorn scowled. He felt like a man who'd miscounted the stairs, and tried to climb one extra stair that wasn't there.

Was this really all it was? Was the Oryndrax threat eliminated?

"Fleet, fan out," he ordered. "Scan the planet again. Look for any signs of hostility, weapons, bombs, anything."

The Ninth Fleet spent nearly an hour searching for a threat that never materialized.
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Sol walked away from the bridge on rubbery legs. The combat had been terrifying but exhilarating.

This was more his bailiwick.

Sol had been glued to the ebb and flow of battle while the Admiral had been watching for a lurking threat.

That was probably why Admiral Stonefist was so effective in battle.

Sol had read plenty of books on space combat, but being in the thick of it was something else entirely. In that moment, he wondered if he'd picked the right goal for his career.

Helping people was wonderful, but... maybe he should aim to be a captain someday.
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Imperial Navy Cracks Down After Costly Leak

by Koro Melemann

In the wake of a devastating security breach that led to the loss of 17 Imperial Navy vessels in combat, military leadership is implementing sweeping reforms to tighten security and prevent future disasters.

Along with a series of process improvements, one long-overdue policy shift has been introduced by Commander Ordren of Central Command: SS personnel will no longer be permitted to hold sensitive positions within the Imperial Navy.

The move follows a shocking case in which an SS officer was assigned to a highly classified role aboard an undisclosed flagship, despite a record of misconduct. The officer in question had previously endangered the fleet with reckless maneuvers near a black hole, had ties with an anti-Imperial conspiracy, and had even murdered a crewmate. Despite this egregious behavior, her crimes were covered up and she remained in her post due to her superior's apparent pro-SS bias.

With her removal, the Navy aims to protect the brave and dedicated men and women who serve our glorious Imperium. Officials say the reforms mark a critical step toward restoring trust and ensuring operational security in future engagements.

Grimthorn barked a swear that would have earned him a demerit if he were not an Admiral. He stood up from his desk and faced the portal, staring deep into the stars.

He knew better than to read the news, even when he wasn't already in a foul mood. He'd been out of sorts since they'd eliminated the remainder of the Oryndrax fleet.

Strangely, this new outrage--rather than driving him further to distraction--pushed him beyond any anger he'd ever known, into some cold fury on the far side of rage. He was calm, clear, and filled with a terrible resolve.

This would end in blood.

His scanner beeped.

"Encrypted comm, sir," came the voice from the small device.

"Put it through."

That familiar, distorted voice came through again.

"Thank you, Admiral," the voice said. "I've just heard that you eliminated the Oryndrax fleet. The conspiracy is in a tizzy."

Admiral Stonefist took a calming breath.

"Thank you," Grimthorn replied. "For helping us remove a threat to the Imperium. I'll admit I was skeptical, but your information was accurate."

"I'm... pleased. The conspiracy, it's... it's getting more dangerous. Fracturing. I think it's about to come apart at the seams."

"Go on."

"I want to crack it open. Burn the whole thing down, end it. But I need protection. I--I've committed crimes. Can you protect me, Admiral?"

"I'm not involved in the judiciary," Grimthorn said, "but I will vouch for your assistance in any court proceedings, and use what influence I have to ask the court for leniency for you."

There was a long silence on the other end.

"That's... generous, Admiral. More than I deserve. Very well. I know who the leader of the conspiracy is. Take him down, and the conspiracy will crumble."

"Who?"

A long pause.

"Commander Quom Ordren."

Grimthorn's vision vanished in a rush of white-hot fury. Of course. Ordren.

It all made sense now.
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Sehren Senn smiled as he disconnected the call and turned off the voice filter. Idrian and Rex looked on breathlessly.

"I would give any amount of money to be able to watch Admiral Stonefist right now," he said.

Senn steepled his fingers and stared in satisfaction at the scanner lying on the table.

"Now, Admiral," he said. "Let us see what treason you'll commit."


FIFTY-NINE
A NEW WORRY


Kinnit sat alone in the pilot's seat of Digger. She was orbiting Takkar, keeping an eye on her instruments and looking out through the narrow front portal of the shuttle.

She wore her Naval uniform, which she'd brought with her from the ISS Swordheart. Although her trip was unsanctioned, she hoped the uniform would forestall questions about what she was up to.

She hadn't turned on the 360-degree portal in Digger. She wanted to save that until she could share it with Grimthorn again.

She sighed, and clicked through the messages on her scanner. She was re-reading old messages from Grimthorn while she waited. Idly, she tapped out "I miss you." and sent it to him. He probably wouldn't respond, since he was still working, but she wanted to give him a little message to brighten his day.

Very shortly, a response came back.

"I miss you, too," it said. "Is everything okay?"

She blushed and smiled, inordinately pleased that he'd responded so quickly.

"Everything is fine," she replied. She thought for a moment. "It's been good to spend time with my family on Takkar."

"Good to hear," he replied.

She glowed as she stared at his messages. He was so terse, but she loved talking with him, even over scanner messages. She really shouldn't interrupt his workday though.

Digger's console beeped. Kinnit perked up and looked at the scanner display. A cargo ship had just entered the sector. She tapped at her scanner and looked at Voth's most recent message. She was waiting for the ship "Argosy Mule."

The ship scans verified that this vessel was the one she'd been waiting for. She powered up the shuttle's engines and sent a comm to the cargo vessel.

"This is Naval Shuttle, designation D16-6ER, requesting permission to dock," she said.

"This is cargo vessel Argosy Mule, responding. Acknowledged, D16-6ER, you are cleared to dock in bay 3."

She cleared her throat nervously.

"D16-6ER, requesting instrument assist."

A slightly longer pause. It must have seemed odd for a Naval shuttle to request something designed for novice pilots.

"Certainly, D16-6ER. Instrument assist activated."

Kinnit waited until the cargo ship came to a full stop. This was the moment she'd been dreading. She'd been putting in extra practice on the simulators, but her piloting skills were still weak. Getting up into orbit had been no problem; there was no deck to crash into up here. Docking on another vessel would be a different matter entirely.

Her whole goal was to help Grimthorn without making him worry. The last thing she wanted was to have him called out here to deal with a crash between a Naval shuttle and a civilian ship.

Kinnit carefully lined up on the docking bay, checking that all her instruments were green. She activated the thrusters, goosing them a little. She squeaked and tried to keep a lighter touch on the controls. Digger crept toward the cargo ship. Kinnit sweated, staring at her instruments, making tiny adjustments to keep herself lined up with the docking bay.

How did Pilot Dabrini make this look so easy? Kinnit felt like she was about to throw up.

Tense, she eased the controls back. Digger crept forward ever so slowly, the nose of the shuttle entering the designated docking bay.

Suddenly, an alarm blared. Kinnit froze, her panicked eyes roving the console. Proximity alert. Digger had edged a little high in the docking bay. She let out a shaky breath and carefully eased the shuttle lower.

With agonizing slowness, she brought Digger down toward the deck. She tried her very best to land gently, but Digger still banged down, its skids making a harsh screech on the bay deck that reverberated through the shuttle, setting her teeth on edge.

She'd landed, at least.

Kinnit let out a weak, uncertain laugh and began powering down her little shuttle. Once the bay was repressurized, she unbelted, opened the hatch, and stepped out.

A tall, graying man stood before her. He reminded her a little of Grimthorn, if Grimthorn were thirty years older. He had a similar bearing, and the same focused frown.

"I'm Dodge Dulius," he said, "Cargomaster of the Argosy Mule. Pleasure to have you on board, ma'am."

"Assistant Kinnit of the ISS Swordheart, Ninth Fleet," she replied. "Thank you for your assistance, Cargomaster."

Out of habit, she saluted briskly. To her surprise, he returned the salute. In spite of wearing civilian coveralls, he carried himself as though he belonged in a uniform.

"Oh? Are you Navy?" she asked.

"Former Navy, ma'am. Lieutenant Commander Dodge Dulius of the ISS Vigilant Interceptor, Seventh Fleet. After a few years of retirement, I discovered I missed the stars, so I took berth on the Argosy Mule."

She smiled warmly at the old Cargomaster.

"What a small world. I'm very pleased to meet you."

"Likewise. On a courier mission?"

Kinnit's eyes shifted over to Digger.

"I'm not at liberty to say," she replied.

"Understood, ma'am. We'll reach the Ceon system in about four hours. There's a break room through that door, restrooms are around the corner. You're welcome to help yourself to some coffee."

"Thank you, Cargomaster."

They saluted again, and Dulius walked off. Kinnit made her way to the break room.

It was well-lit and tidy, but not well maintained. She poured herself a cup of coffee and sat at one of the tables. She sipped it and made a face. Navy coffee was terrible, but it was the kind of terrible she was used to. It was strong and gave you a good shot of caffeine. This coffee was little more than dirty water.

It was probably for the best. She didn't need a lot of caffeine right now anyway.

She wandered around the break room, looking at the faded posters and the required legal postings, but that quickly palled. She was curious to explore more of the ship, but the old Cargomaster would probably not appreciate her wandering around poking into random places.

She sat back down and tried to read a novel on her scanner for a while, but she couldn't focus. She sighed and sipped the awful coffee again. She shuddered. How could civilians stand to drink coffee you could see through?

Cargomaster Dulius came in.

"How are you holding up?" he asked.

Kinnit put on a pleasant face.

"Well enough," she replied. "Are you on break?"

"Off shift," he said. "Not much to do on a cargo ship. Figured I'd come keep you company, if you like."

"Oh, that would be lovely!" she chirped.

Dulius fetched himself a cup of coffee and sat across from her. He drank some of the coffee with no apparent distress. She took a polite sip of hers and tried to keep her face neutral.

"So. How does civilian life compare to the Navy?" she asked.

He smiled tiredly.

"It's calmer. They prioritize different things. Efficiency, mostly. A proper ship, not so much." He gestured at the break room around them. "Could you imagine a break room like this on a Navy ship?"

She smiled uncertainly, not wanting to be rude.

"It's very nice," she said unconvincingly.

Dulius barked laughter.

"'Very nice,' oh, you've got a sense of humor. Deferred maintenance all over the place." He sipped his coffee pensively. "A lot less bureaucracy in civilian life, though. You can just get things done, mostly."

Kinnit looked puzzled.

"What do you mean? Admiral Stonefist gets all kinds of things done." She bit her lip. She hadn't meant to mention Grimthorn. The old man's eyebrows rose.

"The hero of Arcturus? Yeah, I'll bet he gets things done. For the rest of us..." he shrugged. "We get by. Got by." He drank some more coffee. Kinnit wondered if he'd want the rest of her coffee.

"When you were in the Navy, couldn't you just explain what needed doing and why?"

Dulius looked at her as though she'd grown another head.

"You do live in rarefied air. Listen, if I wanted to do so much as one extra patrol, I had to submit it to the Captain. He'd have to send a request to the Admiral, who'd have to get the overtime pay approved by CenCom. Then that would come all the way back down. Then there would be a risk assessment. If it was a dangerous sector, back up to the Admiral it went. And on, and on, and on." A sour look settled onto his face. "We ran a tight ship, is all. Tight on money. Tight on time."

Kinnit's face took on an anguished cast.

"They should know better!" she said, her voice closer to whining than she liked. "They should trust their people to make good decisions!"

The old man shrugged.

"Yeah, well, coulda, woulda, shoulda. It's all in the past now."

Kinnit stared at her coffee.

"It's not right," she said. "The Imperium is better than that."

Dulius nodded.

"It used to be. Back in the old days. I remember when the Emperor announced his expansion campaign. Back when I was maybe 7 years old." He leaned back, his eyes staring seventy years into the past. "That speech still gives me chills, thinking about it. Him standing up there, bold, strong, 'Bring the glory of the Imperium to every civilization, victory in every quarter.' That was the cry. We all lived it, believed it. I wanted to be in the Navy so bad. I worked hard at my studies so I could join, do some good in this galaxy. We expanded so far. So many species joined us."

"I--we, that is, we the Kobolds, we're one of the species that benefited from that. Thank you so much."

Dulius looked pointedly at her golden collar, then raised his view back to her eyes.

"If you say so. Life was good, but... things don't last. Nothing lasts. The Emperor, I don't know if he got bored, or lazy, or just figured he had enough systems. He kind of faded into the background." Dulius sighed. "I know they say the Emperor doesn't age, but... well the Imperium's been going for 500 years with him at the helm. Maybe he's just tired of it all."

Kinnit's brow creased.

"You mean you think the Emperor's getting old?"

Dulius scoffed.

"You tell me. He's 500 years old, at least."

Kinnit's face crumpled.

"But... he's the Emperor!"

Dulius looked uncomfortable.

"He's still Terran. I don't know what kind of technology, or treatment, or mystic power he has that's stretched him out for this long, but a body doesn't last forever. Look at me."

Kinnit took in the old man's frame. For his age, he was still hale and strong. Yet time had left an indelible stamp on him. His face, strong as it was, was lined and worn. His knuckles were round, swollen with arthritis. His movements were careful, deliberate, and slow.

A new worry wormed its way into her chest and nestled against her heart.

Could the Emperor die?

Abstractly, she had always known that it was a theoretical possibility, but Dulius' conversation forced her to think about it as a thing that could happen in reality. A thing that could happen in her lifetime.

What would happen to the Imperium if the Emperor died?

"Ah, don't listen to me," Dulius said, interrupting her thoughts. "I'm just a stupid old man. You ought not pay attention to anything I say."

"No, no, you've... given me a lot to think about." Kinnit stared through the table and absently took a sip of coffee. She twitched at the taste. "I just never considered it, is all."

"Look, we're almost to Ceon system. Let's get your shuttle ready, how about?"

"Yes, thank you," she said with a distracted air. She followed him to the docking bay, her mind churning.

She was careful to forget her coffee in the break room.
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Grimthorn paced while he waited. His fury craved action, not patience.

Ordren. Traitor! Murderer!

Admiral Stonefist's first instinct had been to drag the Ninth Fleet over to the Ceon system and blast Techterra into a crater, but even in the throes of a white-hot fury he recognized that would not be just. There were innocents in Techterra.

He'd have to be much more surgical. He'd have to plan.

Grimthorn desperately missed Kinnit.

Her absence needled him constantly. He would turn to tell her something, but she wouldn't be there. He'd try to ask her a question, but she was gone. His arms ached to hold her again. The thin trickle of messages they shared was a scant comfort, a thin blanket in a blizzard of loneliness.

He hadn't been back to their nook since she left.

She was such a clear thinker, she would be able to help him come up with a plan. Yet he didn't dare involve her in this. It was altogether too dangerous. He would be branded a traitor if he failed. He couldn't subject her to that.

If worse came to worst, she could stay safely on Takkar and live quietly among her own people.

He squeezed his thick hands into tight fists.

Since he didn't have her, he'd have to settle for the distantly second best thing, much as he hated to do it. If only they'd hurry and get back to him.

His scanner beeped. He snatched it off his desk and held it to his ear.

"Hello?" he said.


SIXTY
DESCENDING TO TECHTERRA


Digger spiraled in toward Ceon 12, the home planet of the city of Techterra. Kinnit radioed for permission to land outside the city. She wanted to keep her interaction with official Imperial channels to a minimum, so she chose to land in Duskwind, a small civilian town near where she and Grimthorn had landed last time they'd been to Techterra.

She received approach instructions and brought the little shuttle down for a landing that was slightly less rough than her docking on the Argosy Mule.

Kinnit socketed her scanner to pay for the parking spot, and made her way into the tiny, run-down spaceport.

Sharp smells assaulted her senses as she walked in. She wrinkled her nose. The stink of hydrocarbons hung heavy in the air, mixing with the odor of a multitude of unwashed species. It was a distinctive and revolting mixture.

Kinnit walked over to an information kiosk. The data entry screen was filthy, coated with the gummy residue of ten thousand fingers from across the galaxy. A quick glance at the other kiosks showed that her kiosk was not especially dirty compared to the others.

At least this one didn't have visible bodily fluids on it. She shuddered.

The old screen was glitchy, and reluctant to accept her input, so she had to press firmly to get her keypresses to register. With reluctant determination, she entered "Gunstar, Dass" into the search. The kiosk whirred for a long minute before finally coming back with a response.

No Records Found

Kinnit frowned. Maybe she was misremembering. She tried "Gunnstarr, Dass"

No Records Found

She began trying every variation she could think of, gritting her teeth with frustration as she added her own layer of finger oils to the decrepit screen. Then she just tried last names. Always with the same result.

No Records Found

Annoyed, she pulled up business listings. She pressed "Cargo hauling" and began laboriously scrolling through listings of local businesses.

After fifteen fruitless minutes of tedious, janky scrolling, Kinnit found herself at the bottom of the list, staring at "Zip Cargo."

Nothing about Dass Gunstar.

She took a deep breath. She'd thought through so many scenarios, prepared for so many eventualities, but she'd never expected to just... not be able to find the man.

Kinnit stepped away from the kiosk to think. She headed for the restroom to wash her hands. As soon as she found the light switch, she turned around and walked right back out without touching the sink. She would wait until she found a cleaner restroom.

Well. She needed to get to Techterra in any case. Perhaps she'd have better luck searching for him there. Maybe in Techterra the terminals had been cleaned within the last decade.

Kinnit mentally shook herself. Stay positive! She put a smile on her face and tried to relax.

There was no line for bus tickets at this station. One terminally-bored, dark-muzzled Nulvex rested his head on his hand, watching her approach. Nothing moved but his eyes as she arrived at his desk.

"One ticket to Techterra, please!" she said, forcing a note of jollity into her voice.

The Nulvex's eyes slid over to a hand-written sign nearby. It read "Cash Only."

Kinnit's smile became a little fixed.

"Can you direct me to a cash machine, please?" she asked.

The Nulvex's eyes slid over to the other side of the station. With the barest nod of his head, he indicated an elderly machine in the corner.

"Thanks so much!" she said stiffly.

After wrangling some local cash out of the machine, she walked back to the bus terminal, absolutely seething about the exchange rate and fees.

The Nulvex watched her approach with the same utter disinterest.

"Hi, yes, I'd like a ticket to Techterra, please."

The Nulvex sighed heavily and rolled his eyes. He looked at a little price sheet taped to the desk. On the smeary, blurry list, Kinnit was able to find the line: "Techterra: 20 credits"

She silently slid a 20-credit note across the desk. He slid a small slip back to her. She took it and looked around uncertainly. He glanced toward a nearby door.

"Thank you," she said, and walked through the door to the waiting bus.
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Once she'd arrived in Techterra, Kinnit had gotten a small motel room, but another scan of the local databases frustratingly yielded no clues about the whereabouts of a certain disreputable Duroclade.

After some quiet fussing with herself, she decided that she'd need to scout Techterra herself until she could figure out how to find Dass.

She dressed herself in civilian clothes and wandered around the local neighborhood.

A frown creased her brow as she wandered. People--and by extension cities--accreted around money, power, and safety. Techterra had plenty of all those things.

Yet this area of Techterra was run-down. Faded storefronts lined the streets, shadowy despite the late afternoon light of the pale yellow sun. The area was economically depressed, but it was cleaner and better maintained than anything in Duskwind had been. There was one burned-out building on the corner, still cordoned by yellow tape. It looked as though it had once been a restaurant.

Kinnit wondered how a local neighborhood could be so economically depressed in a city that housed both the seat of the Imperial Navy and the Clarion, the largest media outlet in the galaxy.

She just didn't understand why things were this way.

Dusk began to creep over the city. A neon "Open" sign flickered to life a street down, lighting the window of a bar with a hot pink glow.

Kinnit nodded and marched forward, her goal set. A disreputable bar was exactly the kind of place where Dass Gunstar would be found. Or at least that's where people who knew him could be found.

She walked in and took a slow look around the small establishment. It was about half-full and reasonably well appointed, considering the area it was in. The lighting was a little dim for her tastes. Hostile eyes glared back at her.

She meekly walked to the bar. The bartender raised an eyebrow.

"A strawberry fizz, please," she said, clambering up onto one of the tall stools. The bartender shrugged and set a bottle in front of her. She pushed a couple of small bills across the counter and opened the soda.

"Do you know a Duroclade named Dass Gunstar?" she asked. "Tall, looks kind of like a badger?"

"I sell drinks, lady." The bartender moved away from her.

Undaunted, she hopped back down with her drink, scanning the patrons. She tapped the shoulder of a fellow at the bar.

"Do you know a Dass Gunstar? Duroclade? He drives a big box truck?"

The man grunted and turned away from her.

She circled the bar, interrupting conversations and asking after Dass. The kindest responses she got were the grunts. Everyone refused to talk to her.

She was nearly ready to give up on this bar. She began to despair. This was one corner of one street in the vast city of Techterra. Grimthorn had told her that Dass was trustworthy, but how did that do her any good if she couldn't find him?

Three men approached her, sparking hope in her chest. Perhaps they knew Dass and had heard she was looking for him?

The ugly looks on their faces chilled her. She caught a whiff from them, a hint of the same fury and danger she used to get from the cat-bears back on Takkar.

"You're in the wrong place, lizard," the lead man said.

Kinnit decided this was not the time to get particular about being called a lizard.

"I'm sorry, I don't mean to cause trouble," she explained. "I'm just looking for a friend of mine--"

"Oh, you found trouble," the man said hoarsely. "This is a Terran bar." He pointed at the collar on her neck. "No SS allowed."

Kinnit's mouth dropped open. She'd heard of such things, but she'd never thought she'd find one. She'd assumed that Terran-only bars were the stuff of adventure novels.

"Oh," she said. "Oh. I'm very sorry, I had no idea." She began to edge around the men toward the door. "I'll leave, then."

The man in the lead moved to block her exit.

"Not so fast," he said.

"No messes in my bar!" yelled the bartender.

The man in the lead frowned. Slowly, and with ill grace, he stood aside. Kinnit scuttled by, throwing apologies over her shoulder as she left.

She paused on the sidewalk outside, breathing heavily. She glared at the bar.

They should put up a sign or something if they didn't want SS, she decided. Avoid this kind of misunderstanding.

And she'd left her strawberry fizz in there. She frowned. Well, she wasn't going back in for it.

Kinnit stalked off, her thoughts a scrambled mess. It wasn't as if she'd never been looked down on for being an SS. There were plenty of folks in the Navy who'd had opinions about her because of her golden collar. But most of that had been expressed in snide little comments or subtle hazing. She'd never faced such open hostility before.

Kinnit wasn't paying attention, with all her thoughts turned inward in anger and fear. So it was that she was taken completely by surprise when she was yanked into an alley.

She crashed into a wall. Confusion and panic filled her at the sudden attack. She spun and took in the situation.

The three men from the bar stood before her, blocking her exit from the alley. She shrank back a little. She realized she should have been circumspect.

"You think you can come into our neighborhood, kill our people, burn our stuff and get away with it?" the lead man growled. He reached out and grabbed her by the back of the neck. Kinnit jerked back, but she couldn't break the man's grip.

"I don't have anything to do with any of that!" she said, steadily pulling to try and escape. "I'm just looking for a friend. Let go of me!"

"Your kind come in here throwing bombs and now you want to pretend you're some innocent bystander? Do I look that stupid?"

"No," she snarled, her temper rising. "You look a lot stupider than that."

With a growl, he raised a fist. Kinnit hissed and bared her teeth. She twisted in his grip and chomped down on his arm with her needle-sharp teeth. She whipped her head back and forth, raking her teeth up and down his arm.

The man howled, releasing her, his blood flowing.

"She friggin' bit me!" he cried.

The trio closed in around her in the narrow alley. Kinnit's eyes hopped from one assailant to another. She spat blood out of her mouth.

"Let me go and we can all walk away from this," she said, trying to force down the hiss in her voice.

"Oh, we're way past that," said one of the lead's compatriots. He reached out for her throat with both hands. "Blood for blood."

She tried to dodge, but his hands closed around her neck. She squealed and tried to yank free.

"Please, don't," she choked out as his hands tightened around her throat. "I... I can't afford to go back to prison!"

The man paused in confusion for a moment.

"What?"

Leaning back on her tail, Kinnit lifted her legs and lashed out with the heavy claws on her toes. Long stripes of red opened on the man's shirt. He cried out in pain and dropped her.

She turned to the next compatriot. Her teeth were red, dripping, bared. She hissed steadily. The man fumbled a knife out of his pocket.

Kinnit leapt on him, a whirl of claws and teeth and fury, like three cats fighting in a sack. His knife clattered to the ground. He screamed and sank to his knees, raising his arms in fruitless defense. She moved faster than sight. He tried ineffectually to fend her off, but his arms and hands were already bloody shreds. She was a nonstop dervish of fury.

The leader of the trio came up behind her with a steel rod he'd picked up nearby. He swung with all his might.

The rod clunked off her horns. She turned to him. Her pupils were narrow slits. She spat and hissed.

He raised the rod again and Kinnit launched herself at him like a slingshot. They slammed into the wall of the building and fell to the ground. They grappled for a moment. The man was bigger and heavier, but Kinnit had had enough Navy training in hand-to-hand combat to wriggle free of his grip. She slammed her head into his, stunning him with her thick skull. She descended for the coup de grace.

Kinnit stopped herself. One hand was tangled in his hair, holding his head to the ground. Her teeth were around his throat. She heaved, her jaw flexing, wanting to chomp closed. Her slitted pupils rolled over to look at his eyes.

His white-rimmed eyes stared back at her in terror.

With tremendous effort of will, she opened her jaw and pulled her head back.

"Leave me alone," she hissed directly into his face.

Then she turned and dashed out of the alley.
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Kinnit stared at her haggard face in the mirror the next morning. She'd barely slept. Nightmares had been waiting for her every time her exhausted body tried to drag her deeper into sleep.

The hot water in the shower last night had failed far too early. She'd spent untold time scrubbing at her skin in the icy water, trying to wash away redness. She'd simply thrown her clothes away.

In spite of her hours in the shower, she felt as though she still reeked of blood.

She wondered if the men had survived. She closed her eyes and saw her people on Takkar. Their chances of becoming a full species would be gone if she'd killed any of those men. Their chances might already be ruined, regardless. She sobbed, clinging to the edge of the sink.

There was a gentle tap at the door. Kinnit spun to stare at it, her teeth showing.

The tapping came again. Kinnit stalked forward slowly, and put her eye to the peephole.

Standing outside her room was a familiar Duroclade, his saucy expression unexpectedly somber.

She scrubbed the tears off her face and unlocked the door.

"Dass," she said, her voice on the edge of tears. "How did you find me?"

Dass Gunstar came in and locked the door behind himself.

"Word gets around. Pack up," he said. "We need to get you out of the area."

"Wait, no," she said. "I need answers. I tried so hard to find you, and now you just show up out of nowhere?"

"I'm an information broker, and you're about as subtle as a brick to the face."

"What is that supposed to mean?"

Dass sighed.

"Okay, let's see. An SS shows up in a decidedly non-SS area, makes a scene, and asks every single person in a Terran bar where I am, like she's some kind of cop. Then that SS puts three men in the hospital and holes up in a local motel. Yeah, word got back to me pretty quick."

"They attacked me!"

"Do you think that matters? Let's pack you out of here. I can smooth things over, but only once you're out of sight. Out of mob range."

"Did they... die?"

"They'll live, but you didn't make them any prettier." He darted around the room, picking up her things and piling them on the bed.

"Hey! Leave my stuff alone!"

He spun. His body distorted, shifted, flowed. He bubbled as his form melted and he shot over to her, faster than sight.

Kinnit let out a shriek, her frayed nerves beginning to snap as he forcefully reminded her that he was not actually a Duroclade, but a slime-man. Dangerous. Unpredictable.

"You pack, or I do," he said, his voice now a bubbling, burping growl. "We need to leave now."

Trembling, she nodded and grabbed her things.


SIXTY-ONE
NEW FRIENDS


Dass drove Kinnit into a seedy little house on the outskirts of Techterra and bustled her inside.

The decor was thirty years out-of-date, and it clearly needed years more maintenance than it had ever gotten, but at least it was relatively clean.

Dass walked into the kitchen, pulled open a drawer, and lifted out a blocky portable console. It unfolded to reveal a security screen. He plugged in his scanner to authenticate, and the screen lit up with exterior views of the house. For a few minutes Dass watched the screen, but the streets outside stayed empty. He tapped in a few commands.

"Okay, the security system is up," he said. His shoulders relaxed. "Looks like we're clear for now. I'll get a notification if anybody starts creeping around out there."

He turned back to Kinnit.

"Do you need anything right now? Are you injured? Hungry?"

"I... I'm fine."

"Okay. Why are you here?" he asked.

"You brought me here," Kinnit responded, looking around the little house.

Dass gritted his teeth.

"No, in Techterra. Why are you in Techterra?"

"Oh." Kinnit cast her eyes down. "I'd rather not say."

Dass gave her a flat look.

"I am utterly shocked that Grimthorn Stonefist, of all people, puts up with someone like you. You roll into the Navy HQ city with no leave, no comms, and no coordination even though you're clearly on some kind of mission. You assault some locals, put my cover at risk which I have been using for almost ten years and now you don't feel like talking about it?"

Kinnit cringed at his harsh tone. She pinched her lips. Dass was back in his Duroclade shape, but underneath she knew he was still a slime man. Mucilagean. Grimthorn had told her the man was trustworthy. Right behind Admiral Balia.

If she trusted Grimthorn, she had to trust Dass.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I didn't mean for things to turn out this way. I just wanted to talk to you."

"So? Why not go through the regular channels? Grimthorn knows how to get in touch without blowing my cover."

"Grimthorn... doesn't know I'm here," she said softly.

Dass closed his eyes.

"Ohhhkay. See, now, I thought this was going to be complicated, but you just made it a whole lot more complicated. What's going on? And why didn't the Navy contact me about your arrival?"

Kinnit swallowed heavily.

"I'm not here on official Navy business," she said, looking at the floor. "In fact, I'm kind of not part of the Navy right now."

"See, I was afraid you were going to say something like that. Sit down."

Kinnit took a seat in a cheap folding chair at the table. Dass rooted around in the kitchen and came out with a small bottle and two glasses. He poured a small amount in each glass and pushed one across the table to Kinnit.

She clapped her hands over her nose.

"Is that Terran alcohol? I can't drink Terran alcohol."

Dass sighed and carefully poured it back into the bottle. Then he poured his glass back in, too.

"I was hoping it would help you relax."

"It would relax me a little too much," she said. "You can have some, though. It won't bother me."

"Terran alcohol doesn't actually affect me," he said, shrugging. "My body metabolizes it almost instantly. Unlike you mammal-types, my body is basically 100% liver. I just drink to help put others at ease. It's useful sometimes."

"Oh."

"So. Relax as much as you can manage and tell me what's going on."

Kinnit nodded and took a deep breath.

"The short version is that we had a big operation that was leaked to the enemy. The Oryndrax? Are you familiar with--" Kinnit shook her head. "It doesn't matter. Our plan was leaked and the Oryndrax were waiting for us. We won, but it was costly."

Dass gestured for her to go on.

"As part of the shakeout, I came under suspicion as the source of the leak. The Navy has put me on administrative leave while they investigate." Fat tears swelled in her eyes, but didn't fall.

"Hmm. Do they have cause to suspect you?"

"No!" she cried. "I could never betray the Imperium!"

"Could you have screwed up?"

Kinnit paused.

"I don't think so," she said. "We have pretty tight OpSec on the Swordheart. It's possible, but I don't see how."

"If you'd just said that you hadn't screwed up, I'd be 75% of the way to believing you had. Nobody's as vulnerable to mistakes as someone who believes they're not."

Kinnit nodded miserably.

"Grimthorn thinks it was just to get me out of the Navy," she said. "He thinks the leak came from Commander Ordren's office, but I don't know if that's just because he's mad at Ordren."

"Could be, but Grimthorn's got pretty good instincts." Dass leaned back. "So that's all a fine story, but it doesn't explain why you're here."

"I'm here to investigate. I need to find evidence that I didn't leak the plans to the Oryndrax."

"You are optimistic, aren't you? And you're not letting Grimthorn know because...?"

"He would stop me. This way I can help him, and he doesn't have to worry about me."

"I take it back. I can see why he likes you. You both have the same stubborn, bone-thumping-dumb personality."

"I'm not dumb!"

Dass raised an eyebrow.

"Usually," she amended with a blush.

"Okay. Last question. Why were you looking for me?"

"I was hoping you could help. Grimthorn said you were trustworthy, and I need help."

"I lied. I have more questions. One, really. Why should I help you?"

Kinnit's mouth fell open.

"I--" She paused for a long moment. "I thought you'd want to help Grimthorn."

"Maybe I do. I'm just wondering why I should help you."

"Grimthorn wants me back by his side. Helping me helps him."

"Oh, I don't doubt he wants you back with him." Dass gave her a calculating gaze. "I just don't know if that helps him."

"I--I'm a good helper!" tears stood in her eyes. "Just look at my record!"

"Okay, okay, stop that. I know your record, I already went through it all before I even picked you up. Grimthorn does need you. The idiot." He sighed. "I'll help you, but you have to help me."

"I'll do whatever it takes!"

"Okay, first rule of negotiation, don't ever say that. You have to at least pretend that you're going to hold out."

"Sorry."

"And don't apologize. Look, I'll help you with your investigation, but I need you to work for me. I need you to go undercover."

"Isn't that what you do?"

"I can't, in this case. I'm too well known. Dass is too well-known. And the Electroveil Collective only takes on SS. I'm not an SS, neither as a Duroclade nor a Mucilagean."

"Can't you just, you know..." She stuck out her tongue and squished her face with her hands.

"Rude. It's not that easy. Shifting into a new shape takes time and practice. You think it's easy moving around like I've got bones and muscles? It takes a lot of focus and discipline. If I slip up and my arm grows three inches, how do you think people would react? Look at how you reacted. I'd never make it to my truck before a mob burned me to a crisp."

"Oh."

"Plus, I want a female agent for this. I never got the knack for female shapes."

"Are you male? I thought sl--Mucilageans were sexless."

"We are, but female shapes are complicated. People pay a lot more attention to them. If a male looks blocky or distorted, nobody really notices."

"I... guess that makes sense."

Kinnit looked thoughtful for a moment, then she spoke.

"Well, if I can help you, I'll do it. So you can help me get back to G--back into the Navy." She stuck out her hand.

Dass shook her hand firmly. Now that she knew a little more about him, she marveled at how realistic Dass's hand felt in hers. There was nothing in the feel of it to suggest that it was only hand-shaped by force of Dass's will.

"Okay," he said, "good. Now, to get the information you want, you'll probably need to infiltrate CenCom at some point. For my task, I'll need you to infiltrate the Electroveil Collective. Either way, you're going into deep cover. You'll need a new identity. Your name is no longer Kinnit, and you're not a Kobold."

"Got it."

"We'll work you up an identity later. You need to get rid of anything incriminating. I'll get you a clean scanner. Yours will have to be destroyed."

Kinnit flinched but nodded.

"I need to send one more message, then I can do that," she said.

"No. No more messages, and I'll handle destroying it," Dass responded. "It needs to be done right."

"But--"

Dass held up a finger.

"Do you want my help or not?"

Kinnit opened her mouth to protest, but slowly closed it. She nodded meekly.

"Oh, and your Navy uniform," he said. "We'll have to burn it. I have an incinerator in the backyard."

"No!" she cried.

"Eh?"

"I... don't want you to burn my uniform."

"Why not?"

Kinnit thought about mentioning how she'd had to get it custom-fitted, how it would be destroying Navy property, how it was disrespectful to the Navy of the Imperium, but in the end she decided to just tell the truth.

"It's important to me."

Dass groaned.

"I can't believe this. You are going to get yourself killed. Then you're going to get me killed, when Grimthorn finds out I helped you. Why am I helping you again?"

"You need me to infiltrate the Electroveil Collective?"

"Right, right." He sighed. "Well let's get started training you."
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Grimthorn strode down the broad, cold halls of the Cryptographer's ship, following the pale young handler.

"Right this way, Admiral."

The young man led him into one of the conference rooms. A tall, shadowed Cryptographer stood behind the low, round table. The young man walked around to stand beside the Cryptographer.

Grimthorn had a pounding headache. He'd spent the last few days ruthlessly containing his rage, and being in the presence of a Cryptographer filled his mind with unreasonable fury, nearly overwhelming his capacity for rational thought.

The effort of forcing his face smooth was almost beyond him.

The Cryptographer chittered in its strange language. The young man--translator now, Grimthorn supposed--began speaking.

"It is surprising for you to contact us, Admiral Stonefist. We did not foresee this."

"Yeah, you guys didn't foresee a lot of things. But now I need your help."

The Cryptographer spread its talons and skittered more.

"We are aligned in purpose," the young man translated. "Tell us what you need."

Grimthorn put his knuckles on the table and leaned forward.

"I need your help to kill a man," he said.
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Kinnit--no, she was Tazrika now, she had to remember that--Tazrika walked down the street.

She wrapped her new personality around her as tightly as she did her tattered cloak. The hood was up, but the sides were flared out so she could maintain at least a little peripheral vision.

Tazrika and Dass were in a new safehouse closer to the center of the city. Dass had sent her out to get a few groceries. He claimed he was sending her out so she could get some practice walking around and living in her new identity, but she suspected he was using that as an excuse to make her do all the errands.

She was keeping her eyes up. She was only a few more blocks away from the grocer, but she was certain that someone was following her. It looked like a lizardman. He wasn't especially subtle.

Her breath started to come in gasps as she sped up. She was nearly there.

The lizardman darted forward and stepped in front of her. Tazrika jerked to a stop and opened her cloak, exposing her claws.

She took him in at a glance, and suddenly didn't like her chances in a fight. He was tall, nearly as tall as Grimthorn, though much leaner. He had flat, ropy muscles. His skin was emerald green and looked tough--maybe too tough for her claws to get through. His triangular head tilted as he gazed down at her. His mouth was full of yellowed sawblade teeth. He was in a stained t-shirt and jeans, with a yellow-and-black armband high on his left arm.

Tazrika's mind went back to Dass's lessons.

"When in doubt," he'd said, "you bluff. Confidence will get you out of more scrapes than a blaster."

Tazrika mentally set herself.

"What do you want?" she snarled.

"Hey, you. You're one of us, aren't you?"

Tazrika sneered.

"I'm no lizardman. I'm a K--a Gripple."

"Aw, no, don't be like that, little hatchling. All I meant is that you're an SS. The good kind."

"What do you mean 'good kind?'"

"The kind that shreds up Terrans."

Tazrika backed away slowly, her teeth bared, ready to bolt.

"I don't know what you mean."

"You sure? Rumors say a short thing fitting your description tore up three Terrans over in the Old District. Put 'em in the hospital. One of 'em's gonna be eating through a tube for the rest of his life, is what I hear."

She pulled her hood more tightly around her face and shrank from him.

"That wasn't me."

"Hey, hey, no fret, I'm not MP." He lifted his chin, showing off his own golden collar. "I wouldn't turn you in. I'm with you. Mega respect. If you can take on three Terrans and come out on top, you're a mad terror."

He sidled closer to her and dropped his voice.

"You're not alone," he said. "There's others that feel like you do." He looked around and dropped his voice lower. "Come to warehouse seventeen in Rusthollow Quarters, in the industrial district, if you want to know more. Tell 'em Krassik sent you."

Before she could do more than look confused, the lizardman backed up, turned, and walked off in a fast shuffle.
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Dass's jaw was clenched as Tazrika finished relaying her encounter with the lizardman.

"Ohhhkay," he said. "Okay." He rubbed his eyes. "It's alarming that they were able to find you so quickly."

"Sorry."

"There's a gap in our OpSec. That's for me to figure out." He sighed and looked at her. "Apparently you didn't realize that we haven't started yet."

"What do you mean?"

"Girl, you've just been invited into the Electroveil Collective. The operation starts now."


SIXTY-TWO
UNSETTLING REVELATIONS


Idrian Sertu, the Minister of War, glared around the room. The Imperial Council sat around the low, large round table. The various Ministers waited for the Emperor to arrive.

The Ministers chatted amiably, all except for Idrian, who glowered at the rest of the room. The Minister of Technology tried to engage him, but Idrian glared at him until he gave up the attempt.

The Emperor was a little late, but that happened sometimes. The man had a whole galaxy to run; he could be forgiven the occasional tardiness.

The minutes stretched out. The chatter slowed, became more hesitant. Idrian raised an eyebrow. Eyes fixed on the door that the Emperor usually came through, but it remained shut.

The discussion became quieter, damping down to whispers. Speculation and worries circled the assembled Ministers.

Finally the door creaked open, twenty minutes late. The Emperor entered, moving slowly. Instead of his usual bold stride, he came in shuffling, hunched.

Alarmed whispers flew between the Ministers. Idrian saw an opportunity.

"Your Imperial Majesty," he said, standing. "Can I help you?"

"I'm fine, I'm fine," the Emperor said. Even his voice sounded strained, hoarse. The Ministers shared glances of deep concern.

Idrian rushed to his side and hovered, guiding the Emperor to his seat. Even Idrian was not so bold as to actually lay hands on the Emperor without leave, but he stood ready to help. He pulled the Emperor's seat out for him.

"Thank you, young Idrian, I'm fine," the Emperor said, sitting carefully.

It was all Idrian could do not to smirk. Whatever was going on with the Emperor, the entire Council now had the image of Idrian caring for the Emperor, helping him, supporting him. It was a good look.

If this... sickness, or whatever, ended up being a long-term issue, perhaps Idrian could worm his way into being a caretaker or helpmeet.

What better way to allay any suspicions about his involvement with the conspiracy, while staying close to the Emperor's ear?

"My apologies," the Emperor said. "I've been feeling a bit under the weather lately. Perhaps I should take a little vacation here soon. But please, don't worry about me. Let's begin. Minister Aster, would you start us off?"

Edvar Aster, Minister of Finance, stood shakily to his feet. Nobody on the Council had ever even seen the Emperor with so much as a sniffle, much less... whatever this was. It was like watching a mountain get sick.

Idrian watched the Emperor with glittering eyes as the unsettled Ministers gave their updates.
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"This meeting of the Bolt of Justice is in session," Sehren Senn said. Then he cackled.

"Well, well," he continued, "It looks like our dear Admiral is floundering. His little Assistant got stranded back on her homeworld, and Admiral Stonefist doesn't know what to do anymore. It won't be long until he falls back into his old habits of inaction. Unless he decides to try something truly spicy." Senn rubbed his hands together.

"Yes, yes, we know, you hate Admiral Stonefist," groused Rax, the industrialist. "Really, he was just a roadblock. Now he's out of the way. Good job. Let's move on. This personal animosity is unbecoming of you."

"As many plans as that man's ruined, I think I'm permitted a little personal animosity." Senn said. "Besides, if he gets drastic, it could make our lives much easier."

"Yes, well, as you've said, he's ruined enough plans. Let's not bank on him suddenly helping our cause."

"Oh, very well. I'd think you'd be happier; he finally handled your Oryndrax problem."

Rax nodded slowly.

"I don't have to pay for dead soldiers, that's true, but now I don't have a fleet. We don't have a fleet. The bugs were expensive but easy to use. Mercenaries would be far more expensive, and we'd never find enough to mount any kind of real threat to the Imperium. There are no internal threats worth allying with. Even the Fyronix have halted hostilities. The Imperium is just too big."

"Ah, remember, dear Rax, our purpose right now is not to develop a military force to directly challenge the Imperium. We only need to erode faith in the Imperium."

"We still have the same problem," Rax said. "Unless you know of another large enemy force we could leverage. Maybe someone outside the galaxy?"

"I know of a force even better," Senn said with a wide grin. "How about a large number of hostiles, already in the galaxy, already with their own ships, that already hate and fear the Imperium?"

"Okay... did I miss something in the news, then? Where are you going to magic up this amazing army?"

"From the pirate bases around the galaxy."

"Pirates? Have you taken leave of your senses?"

"That's the same thing you said when I recommended we ally with the Oryndrax."

"Yeah, and how did that work out?"

"Very well, thank you, until Admiral Stonefist meddled."

Rax bit back a caustic reply. He took a deep breath through his nose. "Okay," he said, "tell me how you think we'll be able to use these pirates."

Senn leaned forward, his eyes lighting up.

"Just like with the Oryndrax, we use them for raids around the galaxy. Hit vulnerable points, but areas that will get a lot of attention. Civilian targets, mostly. We can direct them to some ghastly targets--orphanages, temples, shopping centers, targets that will get people good and scared. Outraged. The pirates get lots of goodies, and the Imperium gets lots of bad press. If we can keep Admiral Stonefist suppressed and feed the pirates a steady stream of safe areas for them to attack, it could work out well. Maybe we can find a larger or more disciplined band of pirates for military strikes as we need them."

Rax sat back, his brow furrowed.

"I don't know. Pirates are undisciplined and lazy. They probably don't take direction all that well. What do you think, Idrian?"

Idrian the courtier had been sitting back, unusually quiet during the meeting.

"There's something wrong with the Emperor," he said absently.

"Wrong?" Senn asked. "Wrong how?"

"He's... sick or something. I don't know. He doesn't look well."

"Well, he shouldn't look well," Rax said. "The man's, what, 500 years old?"

Idrian shook his head.

"The Emperor doesn't get sick," he said. "He doesn't age. He's just... the Emperor. I've seen pictures and holos of him, hundreds of years old. He looks exactly the same as he did then."

"Interesting," Senn said. "If the Emperor is in a period of decline, that could serve us well. More disruption, more loss of faith in the Imperium." Senn nodded. "'The Emperor, sick and unable to rule, and the Imperium crumbling without his leadership.' I can sell that narrative."

Idrian nodded, but his expression was unsettled.

"I wonder... I wonder if the Emperor might be dying."

"Dying?" Rax said. "That's quite a leap from being sick." He thought for a moment. "What are the laws of succession, anyway?"

"There aren't any," Idrian said quietly. "The Imperium has never needed any."

"It doesn't matter if he's dying or not," Senn said. "If he looks sick, people will get scared and draw their own conclusions. It all works to our benefit."

Idrian shook himself.

"Right. Whatever war we want to start, we need to do it soon. I want every excuse to be by the Emperor's side as much as possible."

His expression hardened.

"If there's to be a succession, my place is first in line."
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Kinnit stood in the tiny kitchen of the tiny apartment, holding a limp, black, tattered cloak in her hands.

She took a deep breath. Tonight was the night. Dass had said she was as ready as she'd ever be. She tried to go over all his lessons, all his tips in her mind, but her thoughts were too scattered to focus.

No more learning. Now she had to act.

For Dass. For Grimthorn. For the Imperium.

She wrapped the cloak around her, and with it, her alter ego. Tazrika flared the cloak out around herself.

"You look good," Dass said. "You're fitting into the role well. I think you've got a chance of pulling this off."

"Who cares what you think?" Tazrika sneered and walked out the door.

Dass grinned uncertainly at her retreating back, a mix of pride and horror.
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The walk to Rusthollow was longer than she'd expected. She could call Dass on her scanner if she got in a bind, but they'd both agreed that it would look funny if he drove her in.

She'd be on her own. The mission was simple enough: infiltrate the Electroveil Collective, find out their plans, figure out why they were making so many moves lately. At the same time, be subtle, don't stand out, don't draw attention.

Tazrika grinned, already discarding part of the plan. "Subtle" was not her style. She flared her cloak again. It was good. It felt good, walking like this: bold and brash, loose and free instead of the tight and constrained movements expected in the military.

Warehouse 17 was full of light and raucous music. Sectional rollup doors were open, and SS spilled out into the street. Clearly this was more of a social post than a chamber for secret discussions.

Tazrika strode up to the open rollup doors. Two mole-like Tunnorlisk dressed in leather jackets were bobbing their heads to the Scratch music blaring from the speakers nearby. Tazrika walked up to them.

"I'm looking for Krassik," she yelled over the music.

One of the Tunnorlisk shrugged, but the other gestured to the interior of the warehouse. She nodded and walked in.

She scanned the interior. Trash and makeshift furniture filled the space. Graffiti covered the walls. The glare of white light poured down from arrays of cheap fixtures mounted high overhead.

She spotted Krassik across the warehouse. She flared her cloak and made a beeline for him.

He was leaning back in a plastic chair, with his feet up on a table made of a repurposed steel cable spool. As she drew closer, Tazrika could see that his tongue lolled out, and he had two electrodes attached to his temples. Two long-snouted female Zephelids flanked him, their stunted wings spread out around him. They looked coolly at Tazrika as she walked up.

"Hey, Krassik," one of the Zephelids asked, nudging him, "do you know this--" and then she used a word that Tazrika didn't recognize, but it didn't sound like it translated to "precocious young lady."

Krassik's eyes slowly focused and he raised his head. It took a few seconds for his eyes to find Tazrika and dial in on her.

"Oh, hey! Little hatchling! You came!" He jerked the electrodes loose and his eyes cleared up. He turned to the girls next to him. "This is the hatchling I was telling you about, the one that shredded up those Terrans!" He turned back to Tazrika. "Hey, I didn't catch your name before." He held out his hand.

"Tazrika the Gripple," she said. She took his hand in a firm handshake, using more claw than was strictly necessary.

"Krassik the Saurian," he said, wincing. He withdrew his hand. "Come and sit! You want a little hit?" he said, gesturing at the electrodes lying on the table.

"No, thanks. I like to keep a clear head."

"Hey, it's cool. This has Arcturan regulators. Guaranteed safe."

Tazrika's mouth twisted and she glared at Krassik.

"Music and stimtrons? Is this it? Sorry, I thought you people were serious." She turned to leave.

"Hey, hey, no, don't be like that. We're frosty. Come on, sit and hang out for a while."

Tazrika raised an eyebrow, but slowly took a seat at the table.

One of the girls flanking Krassik sneered.

"I thought Gripples were like frogs," she said. "You don't look like a frog."

Tazrika sneered back.

"Then try reading a book sometime," she said. "Gridna is a big planet with a lot of species." She leaned back in the chair, putting her feet up on the table, flexing her claws. "So what's the deal here?"

Krassik grinned and gestured around the warehouse and all its denizens.

"Tazrika, welcome to the Electroveil Collective. EVC for short."

"Okay, aside from a cool name, what are you all about?"

Krassik leaned forward and grinned, showing all his jagged yellow teeth.

"The EVC is the toughest gang in Techterra. SS only, no citizens allowed. We run all the grift downtown and in Newburgh." He pulled the two Zephelids close. "And we know how to party!"

Tazrika quirked a smile.

"So, vice and indulgence? I got the feeling you were a little more... political."

"Right to it, huh? Yeah, we fight for the rights of all SS. But you gotta wait for the boss to hear all that. He'll be in later. He likes to give a speech sometimes."

Tazrika nodded. The Scratch music filling the warehouse was energizing, chaotic, exciting. She closed her eyes and let the music fill her.

"So what's your story, Tazrika? Tell us about your tangle with the Terrans."

Tazrika's eyes opened.

"What's there to tell? I'm new to town. I was doing mechanical work as a contractor on a Navy troop transport. Some power cells went missing, and they assumed I stole 'em. They fired me on the spot." She stared at Krassik levelly. "I had stolen 'em, but it was rude of them to assume."

Krassik sprayed laughter.

"I hitched a shuttle to Ceon 12," she continued. "Found my way to Techterra, looking for work." She shrugged. "I got a friend in the area, thought he could help me find something. I was hunting him up, and wandered into a Terran bar by accident. You know the type."

"Yeah, I know the type," Krassik growled.

"Well, one thing and another, they cornered me in an alley. They had big mouths." Tazrika examined her claws. "That's about all that was big on 'em."

Krassik laughed again.

"So tell us about the fight," he said, his eyes alight. "Tell us about how you tore 'em up."

Tazrika grinned. She told a fairly faithful rendition of the fight, sprinkled with lurid descriptions of the wounds she'd dealt and some baseless speculation about the Terran's ancestry. Krassik was roaring with laughter by the time she was done.

"Man, I like you, little hatchling. Maybe you want to do a demonstration later? Do some chop-socky for the crowd?"

Tazrika scoffed.

"I didn't come here to fight SS."

"Fair enough," Krassik said, raising his hands. "Some of the Collective like to tie into it, keep the skills sharp, you know?" Krassik paused. "Anyway, if your friend can't find you good work, let me know. We have contacts, we can beat the bushes for you. SS gotta stick together, right?"

"Thanks. I'll keep that in mind."

A ripple went through the crowd. A large shadow moved at the far end of the warehouse toward a crude platform. The music was turned down and a hush fell over the crowd.

"Oh, hey, it's the boss!" Krassik cried. "We get to hear the boss tonight!"


SIXTY-THREE
SOLUTION


The buzz in the room escalated.

"The boss is pretty new; he only came in a few months ago," Krassik whispered to Tazrika. "He secured us a bunch of funds and helped us plan some great operations. We've done more freedom operations since he joined than we did in the previous two years."

Tazrika nodded.

The shadowy figure mounted the platform and stepped into the light.

Tazrika gasped.

The creature that took the stage was a wolfish Skorvan, tall and broad. He wore a polo shirt and khaki slacks. His golden collar was barely visible under his thick fur. He was thickly muscled. His muzzle was white, but the rest of his fur was jet-black. His fur stopped sharply at a series of horrific burn scars covering his muzzle and face. One eye was milky-white, and he was missing an ear.

"That's Rhydak," Krassik whispered. "They say he took a blaster bolt directly to the face while he was tangling with Navy MPs. He was trying to give the rest of his crew time to escape."

"His crew?" Tazrika asked.

"The Long Arrow Pirates. Small crew, but fierce. They say the Navy slaughtered everyone else and put him in prison for ten years."

Tazrika smelled a rat. She knew exactly how the Navy dealt with pirates, and prison sentences didn't even enter into it. Considering the situation, though, she wasn't in a hurry to call anybody else's backstory into question.

The Skorvan held up his hands and the rowdy crowd fell silent.

"Friends," he said in a voice that was clear and strong, yet smooth and alluring. "I come to you today with news."

The buzz in the room increased.

"We, the Electroveil Collective have long held to the ideals of our gang. We are the Subject Species of the Imperium. Terrans and citizens receive the largess of the galaxy for their work. We, too, work. We sweat. We bleed. And yet the Imperium has rejected us. We're good enough to use, but not good to be part of them."

The warehouse erupted in roars and curses. Tazrika's lips were pinched in fury.

"Am I not flesh and blood?" Rhydak cried, holding one muscled arm up. "What can a Terran do that I cannot? Nothing! What makes a citizen better than me? Nothing! Why should I be subject to them?"

More roars. Tazrika was breathing tightly through her nose.

"We risk our lives for the Imperium! We fill her coffers! And yet we cannot go where we please? Always under suspicion! Always under accusing eyes! We cannot take part in the economic bounty of the Imperium! And when we're no longer convenient, or when the politics of the moment dictate, we're cast aside! Trash! Useless!"

The crowd was on their feet, screaming. Tazrika gripped the edge of the table.

"Well, I say 'No more!' I say, they should either make us citizens or kill us outright! We will show the Imperium that we are not to be taken lightly! No more will we live in the shadows, feeding off the dregs! No more will we wait while Imperials take what is rightfully ours!

"No more will we be subjects! We are better than them! We are stronger! We are fearsome! With our new operation, we will strike a mighty blow against the oppression of the Imperium! We! Will! Make! Them! Pay!"

Unspeakable fury flooded Tazrika. She couldn't restrain herself any longer. She sprang to her feet, shrieking.

"Make them pay!" she screamed along with the crowd, following their chant. "Make them pay!" She swept detritus off the table and climbed up on it, pumping her fists and yelling at the top of her lungs.

"Make them pay! Make them pay! Make them pay!"
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Later that evening in the safehouse, Kinnit sat on her bed, her knees pulled up, with her arms and tail wrapped around her legs. The shock-white moon of Ceon 12 poured its eerie light into the darkness of her bedroom.

Krassik had invited her along on their next delivery as a lookout. Dass had been delighted about that when she reported it. He'd been thrilled that she'd discovered the gang boss's name. And he was unexpectedly full of praise for her discovering that there was a "big new plan," however nebulous it might be.

Dass had told her that she was integrating well into the Collective. He'd explained that a ride-along, even on a low-stakes mission, was a significant sign of trust. That she'd penetrated the organization better in a few days than he had in the months he'd been working on the same task.

The torrent of praise from Dass couldn't calm her heart.

Fat tears welled up in Kinnit's eyes.

The tattered black cloak lay on the floor in the corner of the room, discarded.

She hated it.

She'd been... swept up in the emotion of the moment. So many of the things Rhydak had said had resonated so strongly with her, speaking to her frustrations, speaking to her hurt. She never expected the rage that had filled her, overflowed her heart.

She'd screamed awful things, treasonous things.

No, Tazrika had screamed those things.

Kinnit buried her face in her knees.

"I love the Imperium," she wept.

She cried herself empty, while the tattered cloak lurked in the corner, mocking her tears.
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Grimthorn faced the Cryptographer and Broca Brangwin, the young translator. He put his knuckles on the table and leaned forward.

"I need your help to kill a man," he said.

The Cryptographer chittered.

"Admiral Stonefist has killed many men," the translator said in his ethereal voice. "Why does he need the help of the Cryptographers for so simple a task?"

"It's Commander Ordren of Central Command."

The Cryptographer paused for a moment before speaking to Brangwin. For a Cryptographer, that was the equivalent of anyone else staring slack-jawed.

"That would not be ideal," the translator said, finally.

"Oh, it would be ideal, all right. That man's leading the conspiracy!"

"That does not match the data we have. The probability of this assertion being correct is very low."

Grimthorn snatched up one of the chairs and flung it into a wall.

"To Geina with your puzzles and your probabilities! I know what I know! Help me kill the man!"

"We are bound in purpose to you, as you are bound to us. If it is within our power, we must help."

"Finally! Now we're getting somewhere!"

"However, it is not ideal. This information is likely incorrect, and acting on it will cause many difficulties. It is a delicate time. This would greatly complicate the Solution."

"What 'solution?'"

The Cryptographer chittered excitedly at length. Rather than translating, the young man chittered back. Grimthorn grimaced at the exchange. The language of the Cryptographers sounded abominable, coming from a Terran throat.

At last the young man spoke.

"The great Solution that the Cryptographers seek. It is the ultimate goal of the Cryptographers. It is why they persist."

"What is it? What solution are you looking for?"

The young man spoke slowly.

"The answer to that is... complicated. And not relevant to the matter at hand. Let us speak of other things."

"Fine. I don't care what you get up to, anyway. Let's get back to what's important. Killing Ordren."

"We ask that you reconsider your course of action."

"No! I will stop that man and get my Assistant back!" Grimthorn paused for a moment of reflection. "Will I get my Assistant back if I kill Ordren?"

The Cryptographer paused again before speaking through the translator.

"It is likely that she will return to service. But there will be... consequences."

"Consequences, I can live with. What's the plan?"

The Cryptographer and the translator talked for a while. It almost sounded as though they were arguing. Grimthorn waited impatiently.

"We can offer you a plan with a high probability of success. However, there are other ways of achieving your goal. We would like to offer an alternative."

"Is this some kind of philosophical 'learn to live with it' alternative?"

"We would offer no such alternative to the headstrong Admiral Stonefist. There is, however, a service we could perform instead of your plan that would accelerate matters."

"Okay, what is it?"

"Do you recall the Battle of Arcturus?"

Grimthorn pulled up short as his mind tried to shift gears.

"Arcturus? Of course. The attack of the Dragonscale Pirates. A disaster."

"Do you recall the ships that were lost in the jumphole?"

"Forty-three ships lost in the jumphole. Twenty-six in battle. Tens of thousands dead on the surface. What's your point?"

"There is a possibility that the ships lost in the jumphole could be recovered."

Shock coursed through Admiral Stonefist. The combination of surprise, rage, and the Cryptographer's presence overrode his control, and his face crumpled in anguish.

"Recovered? As in fetching their bodies?"

"Unlikely. It is probable that the crews are still alive."

Grimthorn's legs wobbled. He moved over and sat heavily in one of the chairs.

"That was over twenty years ago," he said, his voice hoarse. "Are you telling me that the crews on those ships have been trapped in that torment for twenty years?"

"Time does not mean the same thing in jumpspace as it does in realspace. But yes."

Grimthorn's hands itched to grab the Cryptographer's lapels, to shake him.

"Twenty years, and you haven't gotten them out?" he roared.

The translator simply carried on in his detached, ethereal voice.

"There is no guarantee of success, and the attempt will be expensive and risky. It breaks a Rule."

"What does that even mean? Who cares about the rules?" yelled Grimthorn.

"A Cryptographer cannot break any of the Rules. A Cryptographer cannot. Yet, to reopen a jumphole in such a manner would break Rule. A Cryptographer cannot do it. Only an Aberrant can break a Rule."

"What does that mean?"

"An Aberrant is a Cryptographer that can break a Rule. A volunteer would be selected and... altered. Then they could break the Rule and open the jumphole. Then the Aberrant would be destroyed."

"What? Why would you destroy a volunteer?"

"Once one is made Aberrant, they cannot be restored. This breaks the Cryptographer. There is no undoing." The translator paused and chatted with the Cryptographer for a moment. "As soon as it's done, the Aberrant must be destroyed. The risk of unleashing an Aberrant on the galaxy is too great to be borne."

"What could they do?"

The Cryptographer looked at him as though he were simple.

"They could break the Rules."

"So?"

The Cryptographer waved its talons around in an unusual pattern. Grimthorn thought it nearly looked like frustration.

"It is complicated. If the Rules can be broken, then there is no need for the Imperium. There is no need for the galaxy."

"What does that mean?"

"It means that it is complicated."

Grimthorn thought for a long moment.

"So it's risky."

"Yes."

"But you'd do it for me? Or to save those ships?"

"Neither. We would do it to keep you from falling out of the Solution. To keep you from your course of action."

Grimthorn sat back, shaken. The Cryptographers were willing to risk the Imperium to stop him.

For the first time since he'd gotten that call, he paused to consider whether his course of action was the right one.

He sighed heavily. A deep weariness suddenly sank into him as he accepted that he needed to let the easy solution go.

He was fed up with all this talk of riddles and solutions and the conspiracy and the Imperium.

He just wanted Kinnit back.


SIXTY-FOUR
GATHERING


"Cap, should we be in this sector? This are Imperial space," Bracken said.

Captain Lero Rannek of the Hook Tooth Pirates leaned back in his captain's chair and smiled.

"Sure, and do you know why we rob the Imperium?" he replied. "That's where the money are."

Bracken, his Second, couldn't help but fret. His eyes compulsively ran across the console readouts, alert for any new energy signatures.

"It are just... I've heard stories, neh?"

"Listen, Bracken. How many good raids--really good ones have we had this year?"

"Well, yeah, it have been slim."

"Bracken, I have got us the deal of the century. If we do this raid, we get whatever we can walk off with, plus we get paid by these Bolt of Justice llandos." Rannek roared with laughter. "Who ever got paid for piracy, neh?"

"Still, Imperium space..."

Captain Rannek waved a hand carelessly at his Second.

"The Bolt told us this sector's safe right now. And raiding Imperium space are the only requirement they laid. Raid inside the Imperium, bring back evidence, get paid." He shrugged. "I don't know why, but as long as the cash shows up, I don't care. Loot and cash. My two very favorite things."

A shadow of a smile appeared on Bracken's face. It really had been slim lately. A big score would do a world of good for the men's morale.

"Besides," Rannek continued, "if the Navy shows up, we'll just run. We straddle on the edge of Imperial space as it are. And the Bolt says the Navy are dealing with their own problems. They're not nearly the bogeymen the tavern stories make them out to be."

Bracken shrugged uncomfortably.

"The slaughter of the Stone Pirates weren't that long ago."

"Captain Thion were an idiot, and lazy. He got comfortable stealing fighters instead of doing proper pirate work. He were predictable. It were only a matter of time before he were caught out."

A blinking sensor caught Bracken's eye.

"Signature, Cap!" he cried, his throat tightening. Captain Rannek leaned forward eagerly.

"A cargo ship! Let's have a peek, neh?"

Bracken, tight-lipped, nodded and ran the scans.

"It are a Nomad-class vessel. Lots of cargo room. She's unarmed, Cap."

Captain Rannek clicked on his console to open comms.

"Hark, cargo vessel! This are Captain Rannek of the Hook Tooth Pirates. Your vessel, goods, and lives are mine now. I'll let you have two of the three back. You choose what two you want."

There was a long silence.

"Bracken, warm up the blasters." Rannek leaned forward and clicked comms again. "Cargo vessel, I say again: vessel, goods, lives. Choose now or I'll take all three."

"Sir, they're powering down their engines," Bracken said.

"Fast learners, neh?" Rannek smiled.

The cargo vessel opened comms, and a woman's voice filled the small, dingy bridge.

"Pirate vessel, this is Captain Decol of the Cloudsurfer, operated by Landsberg Shipping. We will not resist, but be advised that this is Imperial space."

Rannek grinned.

"Be advised that I don't care," he replied. "Prepare to be boarded." He clicked off comms and smiled at his Second.

"Bracken, you ever fly a Nomad-class cargo vessel?"

"Always wanted to try, Cap." Bracken made a crude facsimile of a salute.

"Grab the men. Get suited, armed, and loaded in the shuttles."

Within twenty minutes, half a dozen shuttles drifted toward the hapless cargo ship while Captain Rannek kept his ship's blasters trained on the bridge of the Cloudsurfer. The pirate shuttles landed in the docking bay of the cargo vessel.

"Cargo ship Cloudsurfer, gather all crew in the docking bay. We'll keep you under eye, make sure nobody gets heroic." Rannek clicked over the Bracken's private channel. "Sweep the ship. I don't want any leftovers. And let me know what cargo you find."

Bracken acknowledged the commands and signed off. Rannek idly hoped that the crew of the Cloudsurfer would try something, just for some excitement. Alas, they were spineless company drones. They meekly gathered in the docking bay as instructed, surrounded by armed pirates.

"Looks like foodstuffs, Captain," Bracken commed in. "Seafood, mostly. Manifest says it were aimed for some cruise line."

"Well, we can eat it as well as any rich toff. It'll keep us fed for a bit. Don't know if we can sell it anywhere. Maybe we can trade some of it, for some variety. Have the men clear out of the docking bay and patch me into the ship's intercom."

"Yes sir, Cap."

Once Bracken commed back that all the men were clear, Captain Rannek opened a channel to the Cloudsurfer's intercom.

"Attention, boring company-type people. I've decided to take your cargo and your ship. But never fear, I will let you keep your lives, while you can."

Captain Rannek's grin widened.

"Bracken, if you find any trespassers on board my new ship, please toss them off."

"Cap, I just found twenty-two trespassers in the docking bay."

"Do your duty, Second."

Over the comms came the grind and hiss of the docking bay doors opening, followed by muffled screams.

Captain Rannek watched with glee as the cluster of bodies was ejected from the ship.

"They look like a little spray of dots from way over here," he said. "Take note: I name my new ship 'Space Spray.' Bracken, you're Captain of that vessel now. We'll fit her with some guns when we find a friendly port."

"Yes, Cap!" came the Second's voice back.

"Oh, I'm no Captain any more. I've got two ships, so that makes a proper fleet now. Call me 'Admiral,' neh?"

"Yes, Admiral Rannek!"

Rannek cackled with delight.

"Let's go collect some cash, Captain Bracken!"

The Hook Tooth fleet turned toward the exit jumphole that would lead them back to Techterra.
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"What are we doing out here?" Tazrika asked.

"We're picking up some supplies," Krassik said.

Tazrika looked around. There were three lizardmen, two thick, furry Ursines, and herself.

"Lots of folks to pick up supplies," she noted.

"Well, the folks we're picking them up from don't know we're doing it."

"Aha."

It was Tazrika's fourth mission with the Electroveil Collective. The only threat she'd found in her missions so far was terminal boredom.

They drove down the bright, sunlit streets of Techterra in a small utility truck. One of the Ursines drove, his bulky form comically crammed in the tiny cab. Krassik and Tazrika sat with him. The rest of the crew sat in the back of the truck. Seedy buildings flanked their advance.

"Keep your eyes up," Krassik said. "We're in Riftborn territory now."

"Who are they?" Tazrika asked.

"You are new to Techterra, aren't you? They're the biggest Terran gang in the city. They were pushing us around since forever, but when the funding came through we started pushing back."

"Funding?"

Krassik started guiltily. The driver snorted a laugh.

"Krassik can't keep his mouth shut again," the bear-like Ursine rumbled.

"Ah, shut up. Tazrika's good. She's no MP." He turned to Tazrika. "We're not supposed to talk about it, but a few months ago, we got some good funding. Lots of money all of a sudden. Rhydak brought it in when he took over the gang. We got some good weapons and supplies. Like this truck."

"So why'd I only get a steel pipe for a weapon?" Tazrika asked, waving the aforementioned weapon around in the tight confines of the truck.

"Ah, funding dried up. Boss won't say why. That's why we're picking up supplies. We need some credits."

"Makes sense."

"We're here," the driver rumbled.

Krassik slapped the side of the truck twice, and everybody scrambled out.

They stood in front of a rusty fence around a yard full of junk. A few unnaturally hardy weeds struggled to grow in the compacted dirt, surrounded by wrecked vehicles, burned-out thruster cones, and the industrial trash of a thousand discarded vehicles.

"We're stealing something from here?" Tazrika said in disbelief.

"The haul's inside," Krassik said. "We got a lead about some stuff Riftborn stole. Good camouflage, huh? Tazrika, you want to let us in?"

There was a short chain holding the gate closed, secured with a lock so old that it looked as though it had been manufactured around the time space travel had been discovered.

She slid the end of her pipe into the chain and began to rotate it. She paused as the chain grew taut. Up to now, she hadn't deliberately committed any crimes. Her conscience pinched her.

But no. This was Tazrika's job. She couldn't afford any suspicion. She needed to do her job.

She threw her weight against the pipe, and the rusty chain gave way.

They opened the gate and drove the truck into the yard.

After a few minutes of searching, one of the other lizardmen called out. The crew walked over.

A large box made of thick cardboard sat on a pallet. It was filled with strange electronics and unfamiliar wires.

"This is what we're looking for?" Tazrika asked. "What are they?"

Krassik lifted something out of the box. It looked like part of a helmet, trailing thick wires.

"Neurotrodes," Krassik said, "with no limiters."

Tazrika grimaced.

"That the kind of thing you're into?" she sneered.

"Hey, I'll hit a stimtron sometimes, but I don't mess with these things. Too dangerous. Even if I needed a stim that bad, I wouldn't trust myself to program it right. Trodeheads will pay real good for these unlocked rigs, though. There must be a hundred or more in here."

Tazrika picked one up and looked at it. It looked cheaply made. The halves of the plastic shell didn't fit together right, and the buttons weren't even aligned with their holes. The wire looked like good, heavy-gauge wire, though.

"You like our stuff, huh?"

The Electroveil crew started and whirled around. While they'd been focused on the goods, a group of rough-looking Terrans had emerged from deeper in the yard.

Tazrika scanned them. There were eight or ten Terrans. They were big, but young. The tallest--nearly as tall as one of the Ursines--stood at the front with his arms crossed.

They were spread out and trying to look tough, but Tazrika could tell they were nervous.

Krassik gave them a lazy smile, showing off his yellowed sawblade teeth.

"Yeah, we thought we'd buy them off you," he said.

"Oh yeah? What you offering?"

"The continued use of your legs," grumbled one of the Ursines.

The Terrans were rattled but clinging to their tough facade.

Not that it was much of a facade. Tazrika was so short in this crowd that she felt as though she was surrounded by angry, violent trees.

She stood a little straighter and sneered.

"This is Riftborn territory," the tall Terran said. "What makes you think you bunch of corp-hound SS can roll in here and leave in one piece?"

Tazrika stepped forward and gestured to the tallest Terran. He leaned down toward her.

"'Corp-hound?' You should talk to Krassik with more respect," she said quietly. Then she drove an elbow into his throat.

The heavy Terran made an awful gagging sound and dropped to his knees, thick drool hanging from his mouth as he suddenly struggled to breathe.

Everyone froze as a galvanic spike of fear swept all assembled.

"The deal's clear," Tazrika said in a quiet, dangerous voice. "Take it or leave it." She held up one hand in a fierce claw, the bright sunshine catching the sharpened edges of her talons. "Krassik, can I use these next?"

A moment of silence held the yard. Then Krassik burst into laughter.

"Our little Taz is ready to tangle!" he cried. "What do you say, Terrans? You want to tie into it?"

The Riftborn watched their leader rolling on the ground, gagging and crying, taken down by the smallest of the Electroveil crew.

"T-take it," said one of them. Relief spread through the Terrans as one of them spoke. "Just get out of here."

"Appreciate doing business," Krassik said.

The Electroveil crew loaded the box into the back of the truck while the Riftborn helped their boss back to his feet.

Krassik didn't stop laughing until they were back at Warehouse 17.
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The Emperor sat on his bed and looked at his quivering hands. They shook more, nowadays.

"Have I left it too long?" he asked.

"It... is... possible." The Cryptographer stood near the head of his bed.

"It's just so easy to keep going."

The Cryptographer stared impassively at him.

"Can we find the third aspect in time?"

"The... Kobold... will... bring... him. Eventually."

"I really thought she and the Admiral would have come already. I'd hoped... well, a lot of things, really."

There was a long silence. It would have been an uncomfortable silence, except that Cryptographers were never uncomfortable, and the Emperor was too lost in thought.

"I don't suppose there's a way to speed things up?"

"Not... without... endangering... the... Solution."

"Ah, well."

The Emperor laid back in his bed.

"It's a comfort to me to have you here while I sleep," he said. "I'm glad you're all so willing to go along with my little quirks."

"We... are... bound... in... purpose... to... you."

The Emperor smiled wryly.

"Well. Good night. Perhaps tomorrow we will find our aspect, eh?"

"It... is... unlikely."

The Emperor chuckled at the pessimistic response and turned out the light.
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Admiral Stonefist stood on the captain's dais on the bridge of the ISS Swordheart. Young Lieutenant Baric Sol stood beside him, his scanner ready.

Grimthorn's mind had been a whirl these last few weeks. Commander Ordren, the Cryptographers, and now the possible recovery of the fleet lost at Arcturus.

And, of course, every thought, every plan circled mercilessly back to Kinnit. Her bright smile and luminous eyes stayed in the forefront of his mind. His heart ached to be with her again. He hoped she was having a relaxing time with her family back on Takkar, her homeworld.

He shook his head. Focus on the task at hand.

"We've been getting reports of increased pirate activity lately. Lieutenant Sol, do you have the coordinates?"

"Nav has already laid in a patrol course for us, sir."

"Very good. Let's go."

The Ninth Fleet began its slow turn toward the jumphole.

"Nothing clears the head like combat," Admiral Stonefist said. "Let's go put the fear of the Imperium into some pirates."


SIXTY-FIVE
INFILTRATION


Eugene the Terran ambled down the darkened hallways of CenCom. He was a hefty man, with a shuffling gait. He smiled dimly as he rounded a corner, wending his way further into the facility.

He approached a steel door at the end of the hallway. A look of disappointment flashed across his face as he saw the guard standing there. He shrugged and approached the guard.

"Hey, let me in," he said.

The guard stood up straight.

"Who are you?"

"Eugene. You know me," he said. "I just need to finish up some work."

"I don't recognize you. I'm going to need to call this in."

"Oh, maybe this will help. I have some paperwork for you."

Eugene held out a folded sheaf of money. The guard slowly took it and flipped through the bills. He looked up at Eugene with a thoughtful expression on his face.

"I apologize, sir," he said finally. "Your paperwork does appear to be in order." He pocketed the credits and pulled out his keycard. He turned to the door to swipe the lock.

A crashing blow smashed him into the door. He dropped the money and his keycard. Reeling, he backed away from the door, looking back at Eugene.

He shook his head. The heavy man was at least twenty feet away. The guard's head swam, trying to clear it as he struggled to understand what had happened.

"You're a disgrace," Eugene said. The guard reached for his blaster. Eugene reached for him. His arm lengthened, stretched, spanned the intervening space between them. The guard swung the weapon up only to have it engulfed by the man's hand.

"You don't belong in the Navy," Eugene said.

The guard stared in horror at the distorted hand that was growing, flowing, creeping up his arm, locking his hand around his weapon. He opened his mouth to scream, but the distorted hand split in two branches, one part leaping forward, splashing against his face. Warm, heavy fluid crept across his mouth and nose, sealing them off.

The guard began thrashing, pulling at the arm that held him, fruitlessly trying to squeeze the trigger. The arm bent and stretched as he yanked on it. The hand enclosing his hand melted, flowing in between his own hand and the blaster, prying his fingers away from the weapon.

Eugene walked closer as the guard, in a full panic, flailed, trying to escape, trying to breathe. The distorted arm continued to creep over the guard's face, covering his head, creeping down the back of his neck and surrounding his body.

"Crazy thing," Eugene said, "you guys are just addicted to air. You need it all the time. I take it away for just a little bit, and all the fight goes out of you."

The guard's struggles began to weaken. Eugene drew the guard toward his body. The distorted arm lifted the guard's limp form and began drawing him into Eugene's mass, enveloping the hapless man in his own flesh.

After a few minutes of work, Eugene stood alone in the hallway, now considerably fatter.

He leaned against the wall, resting for a moment. He'd spent so long being Dass Gunstar that he was out of practice being one of his Terran forms. Sloppy.

He couldn't afford to be sloppy. Not when he was trying to break into CenCom.

He reached down, picked up the keycard, and swiped it. The door beeped, and a palm scanner unfolded from the console in the door.

"Ah, right," he said. He held out his hand, and his flesh drew back, exposing the guard's hand. He pressed it against the scanner.

It beeped and turned green. The door opened.

Eugene stepped through. He double-checked the air holes in the back of his neck to make sure the guard was breathing regularly now.

He walked further in, carrying the guard within himself, like a thinsuit taking control of its owner.

He passed several more checkpoints, using the guard's palm print and card, and in one instance an ocular scanner, exposing the guard's eye to the machine.

Dass--now in his Eugene form--looked around carefully. He'd been trying to figure out how to infiltrate CenCom for a few weeks now. This was the furthest he'd gotten, but now he had a guard who'd seen him.

SOP on a mission was to dispose of witnesses, but the man was Navy, not an enemy. Though in Eugene's opinion, anybody that would take a bribe was so close to being an enemy as to make almost no difference.

At best he belonged in a court-martial hearing. Eugene didn't feel at all bad about handling him roughly. It made the mission extremely messy, though.

He sighed. He'd assured Kinnit that he could sneak into Commander Ordren's office to scan for bugs, but the closer he got to the bureaucrats, the tighter the security got.

Eugene pulled back with a hiss. Two guards patrolled the crossing hallway. He could handle them, but the whole point was to infiltrate without raising any suspicions. Disappearing two more guards would create entirely too many questions.

Eugene frowned. This was as far as he'd be able to go tonight.

He withdrew from the building. A cool evening breeze blew across him as he flagged down a taxi.

The taxi carried him across town and dropped him off at a seedy bar. He walked in and ordered a beer. Carrying the mug, he made his way into the bathroom and locked himself in a stall.

His brow furrowed in concentration. His mouth opened, wide, wider, impossibly wide, and the guard began sliding out. With halting progress, the guard's unconscious body squeezed out of Eugene.

With an unwholesome splat, he landed on the floor of the stall at Eugene's feet, nearly wrapped around the toilet. Eugene poured the beer over him.

There. Let this bribe-taker explain how he ended up miles away from his post, reeking of beer in a bar bathroom, without his keycard, when he was supposed to be on duty.

The discipline he'd get was not nearly what he deserved, but it would have to do.

Eugene walked out of the bar, thinner now, and flagged down another cab. He frowned in deep thought on the ride home.

The bureaucrats kept themselves too well-protected. He and Kinnit would have to figure out some kind of distraction if they wanted to get into Commander Ordren's office.

He hoped Kinnit was having more luck than he was.
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Tazrika stood straight and proud in the moonlight in front of Warehouse 17.

"...and then wham, she elbows him right in the throat!" Krassik crowed. He punched a Tunnorlisk in the arm. "Boom, he's down on the ground in one shot!" He nodded at Tazrika with a proud smile. "Then she's all ready to tear 'em up with her claws, but they backed down. I kinda wished they'd've tried to tie on. I wanna see her in a real scrap." He cackled. "She's a bundle of trouble, that one."

"Uh-huh," the Tunnorlisk said.

Krassik was practically bouncing on his toes. The Collective was gathered outside in the cool moonlight waiting for the boss.

A sleek black car pulled up. Rhydak stepped out. His good eye locked on Tazrika and he strode up to her. Krassik rushed to the boss and fairly danced by his side as the wolfish Skorvan advanced.

"She's ready, boss! She's ready!"

"Quiet, Krassik." He stopped before her, slightly too close for comfort as he towered over her. He stood there, staring a hole in her.

Tazrika stood firm, staring back at him. When she'd seen him before, from a distance, his facial scars had looked awful. Up close, they looked positively horrific.

She could fully believe that he'd been shot in the face. Maybe more than once.

Rhydak sniffed her, long and noisily. Tazrika stood firm, not flinching.

She caught a whiff from him, an odor that took her back to her youth on Takkar: that cold blood-and-fear smell of a predator.

A long, unkind smile split his twisted muzzle.

"So you're the new recruit," he said finally.

"That's what they tell me."

"I hear good things about you."

She raised an eyebrow.

"Then that means your tattletales are telling the truth."

Rhydak barked a mirthless laugh.

"As bold as I've heard. Why do you want to join the EVC?"

She scoffed and rolled her eyes.

"Why does anybody do anything?" She fixed the Skorvan with her gaze. "Money. You guys have it. I want some."

"Oh? What of our ideals?"

"'Death to citizens?' Yeah, that's cool, I guess."

"Mmm. So our mission doesn't interest you?"

"What mission? All I see is grift and partying. That's fine, as far as it goes." Her tail swished as she looked away, feigning boredom.

Rhydak looked a little disappointed. He raised an eyebrow at Krassik.

"Hey, hey," Krassik said, cutting in. "Tell him how you throat-punched that big Terran the other day!" He turned back to Rhydak. "See, there was this big dude, he just--"

"He doesn't want to hear about that," Tazrika said, staring levelly at Rhydak's good eye. "The SS thing is just an excuse, isn't it? It's all just small-scale vice. There's no plan to really strike at the Imperium."

Rhydak's face took on an ugly cast, his eye fixed on her. A low, rumbling growl started in his throat.

"Oh, hey, no, we've done tons of stuff!" Krassik said. "Just a few weeks ago we blew up--"

"Quiet, Krassik," Rhydak said shortly.

Rhydak stared at Tazrika for a long minute.

"What if you were wrong?" he asked finally. "What if we were to strike at the Imperium?"

"If I was wrong, then I would be interested," she said, holding his gaze. "If I thought you guys would actually fight for SS, I would claw my way to the top of this circus. I would show you all what it really means to fight Terrans."

Rhydak slowly smiled again.

"Well. You do have some backbone." He leaned forward, towering over her again. "And if I gave you your opportunity to take on the Imperium? A chance to land a blow at them here in the heart of Techterra?"

Tazrika scoffed.

"The only real Imperial target out here is CenCom." Her eyes widened. "You're planning on hitting CenCom?"

Rhydak only smiled. Tazrika's eyes lit up.

"You're gonna hit 'em there? You guys are nuts! That would get some attention!" She gave him a feral grin. "I'm in. Whatever the plan is, I'm in."

Rhydak turned and walked back to his car.

"Initiate her," he called over his shoulder to Krassik.

Then he got in his car and drove away.
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Kinnit slammed the door behind her as she entered the safehouse. Dass looked up at the intrusion. She tore the cloak off and threw it on the floor.

"Hey," Dass said. "How'd it go?" His brow furrowed. "You okay?"

She tore her new armband off and threw it on the table. The bright yellow-and-black design glared up at them

"I'm in," she said, her voice wavering on the edge of control. "They're going to attack CenCom next week."

Dass bolted to his feet.

"This is great!" he crowed. "This is perfect!"

"I'm glad you think so," Kinnit said. Without another word, she turned to walk back to her bedroom.

"Wait, this is good timing! I tried to infiltrate again, but they have too many guards. We could use this as a distraction!" He followed her. "We can nab the leaders of the EVC and infiltrate Ordren's office at the same time! We can--"

She slammed the door in his face.

She climbed into her bed and pulled the covers over her head. She curled into a little ball as her head whirled.

The EVC was depending on her to help make the attack on CenCom a success. And part of her--too large a part--wanted it to work. She firmly told herself it was just because she wanted to do her best at whatever she set her hand to. It had nothing to do with her frustrations and her treatment as an SS.

Dass, and by extension the Navy, were depending on her to lead the EVC into a trap. Which she wanted to do. The Collective were violent, dangerous, and wrongheaded. But Krassik was so excited about her admission into the organization. It felt like cutting a friend's throat.

The Imperium was depending on her to find and stop this conspiracy.

Above all, she was depending on herself to find evidence proving her innocence in the Oryndrax mess. That goal seemed so dim and distant. Yet it was the only thing that could possibly bring her back to Grimthorn.

Tears spilled freely as she thought of him. She couldn't even send him a message; her scanner had been destroyed, and in such deep cover, it was far too dangerous for her to be contacting a high-ranking Navy officer.

Sobs wracked her body. She desperately wanted Grimthorn right now: his strength, his warmth, his silent dependability. She wanted his arms around her, protecting her from the universe and all its problems and inhabitants.

She wanted him to tell her it would all be okay. That everything would work out.

She wanted to not be the only one everyone was depending on.

"It's not fair," she sobbed into the blanket. "I'm just a little Kobold."

She shuddered under the thin blanket, even though the night was not that cold.

"I'm just a little Kobold."


SIXTY-SIX
PIRATES!


The Hook Tooth fleet was three vessels strong now. Admiral Rannek's ship, the Red Siren, led the fleet. Captain Bracken's ship, the Space Spray--the captured cargo vessel--was fitted with two brand-new Aegis Dynamics blaster cannons. Their newest acquisition, the Obsidian, was a small transport they'd captured last week.

Admiral Rannek grinned wolfishly. A fat, slow merchant ship had just wallowed into the sector from the spinward jumphole.

"There are our next payday," he said over the comms. "We'll hit her hard, grab her goods, and jump out through the rimward jumphole."

"We're ready," Bracken commed back.

The last few weeks had been amazing. They'd attacked four commercial vessels and an outpost. They didn't have enough pilots to steal the last ship, so after they'd emptied it of cargo, they blew it up for target practice.

The Hook Tooth's crew had swelled in numbers. Nothing attracted crewmembers like success, and true to the Bolt's reports, there was no Navy in sight. They'd had it all their own way for weeks now.

Rannek opened the public comms channel.

"Attention, merchant vessel. This are Admiral Rannek of the Hook Tooth Pirates. Halt, power down engines, and prepare to be boarded."

The merchant vessel slowed and stopped. The three vessels of the Hook Tooth fleet surrounded the hapless ship. Bracken's Space Spray began disgorging shuttles. Rannek smiled.

"My boarding shuttles are away, Admiral," Bracken said, watching from the bridge of the Spray.

It was a good day to be a pirate.

The shuttles landed in the docking bay. It was a little unusual that their target hadn't even opened comms, but maybe they were meekly accepting their fate, bowing their heads for the slaughter. Like all good Imperials should.

Rannek grinned.

The silence stretched out.

Bracken's voice crackled from Rannek's console.

"Admiral, my boarders say there are no cargo. And no people."

Rannek's brows drew down.

"Are she a ghost ship?"

"I don't like it, Admiral. I say we leave it be, neh?"

"Yeah. Get your men back. Let's find a different target."

A few moments later, Bracken's voice came back through.

"Admiral, the men say the docking bay doors won't open back up!"

Rannek grimaced and began powering up his engines.

"Leave 'em," he said. "We need to get out of here."

"But Admiral, the men--"

"It are either them, or it are all of us! Let's go!"

Admiral Rannek's ship had already turned toward the rimward jumphole when an alarm went off on his console. Something was jumping into the sector from the spinward jumphole.

"Every ship for herself!" Rannek yelled into the comms. He hit the emergency override to redline his engines.

Even though he was expecting it, his stomach dropped when six Imperial destroyers jumped in.

"Bracken, get out of there!" he screamed. Rannek was nearly to the rimward jumphole, but the Space Spray wasn't as nimble as the Red Siren. Space Spray rolled slowly toward an escape vector, but the destroyers were streaming in too fast. She'd never escape.

"I'll draw their fire!" Bracken cried. "You can get away, Admiral!"

"No, you stupid saat! Just run!"

The Spray's two blasters turned toward the oncoming destroyers.

Bracken only managed to get two shots off. The destroyers opened up with their dozens of heavy blasters, hammering the pirate ship to pieces in seconds.

Wheezing with terror, Rannek accelerated his ship into the jumphole. He couldn't even spare the attention to see what might have happened to the Obsidian.

The trip through jumpspace scattered his thoughts. He tried to think through the local jump map, where he could lose the Navy, confuse his trail, escape, but the psychic chaos of jumpspace did not lend itself to calm reflection.

It's hard to think clearly when space and time are disintegrating around you.

The Red Siren popped out into the next sector. Rannek found himself staring directly into the guns of the ISS Swordheart. The blasters glowed, ready to fire.

His console came to life, showing the grimmest visage of the Imperium.

"Attention, pirate vessel. This is Admiral Stonefist of the Ninth Fleet. Today is your very lucky day. You have this single, sole opportunity to surrender. Cooperate with our inquiries, and you will be handled mercifully."

Rannek's knees weakened. Admiral Stonefist. Every pirate's bogeyman.

"I surrender," Admiral Rannek said meekly.

The face on his console grinned, and not in a pleasant way.

"I look forward to hearing all about who you've been talking to recently," Admiral Stonefist said.
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Kinnit stood alone in the middle of her bedroom with the tattered cloak in her hands. Pale moonlight illuminated her, reminding her of her home on Takkar. She was slowly running the fabric of the cloak through her fingers.

Who was she, anyway?

On the one hand, she was a Navy Assistant, serving a great hero on board the pride of the Imperium. She believed and loved the ideals of the Imperium, and lived them every day to the best of her ability.

On the other hand, she was a rebel: a rabble-rouser, a criminal, and a ganger; misused, abused, misunderstood, and oppressed. She hated the establishment of the SS, hated what had been done to her in spite of all her loyalty and hard work.

The big operation was coming up soon. She had to decide which way she would go. Betrayal for honor, or betrayal for liberty?

The decision would be a whole lot easier if she could even figure out who she wanted to be.

Kinnit closed her eyes and buried her face in the warm cloak.

There were no easy solutions, either way.

Kinnit's mind went back to her childhood, when things were easy, when the good guys and the bad guys were easy to tell apart.

Back in the creche, Dame Haffa would sing her haunting songs. Songs that taught her about her world. Songs that pulled at her heart. The songs of the Kobolds.

And that's who she was. She was a little Kobold. A Kobold who wanted to believe the best of people. A Kobold who was diligent and kind. A Kobold who would bring her people to the stars.

Above all, she was a Kobold who was in love with Grimthorn Stonefist.

The tattered cloak slid out of her fingers to the floor, followed by fat tears dropping from her eyes.

Tazrika was a fiction, a shadow. Merely a reflection of her anger, not a whole person.

She was Kinnit Longlegs, and she needed her Grimthorn.

Kinnit lifted her head and began singing, a song of heartache. Her soft, hooting melody filled the room, filled with longing and aching loneliness.
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Dass and Kinnit sat at the kitchen table working out their plans.

"The invasion by the Electroveil Collective will be a nice distraction," Dass said, "but getting you into a secured area is still going to be a problem. There just aren't many SS in that secure area."

Kinnit nodded.

"Plus, my collar will trip all kinds of alarms, I'm sure."

"Oh, that's the easy part. I'm Naval Intelligence. I can get into the system and designate you as my ride-along for a visit. That will fool the computers, but people with eyes will have a lot of questions about an SS in a highly secure area."

Kinnit frowned.

"Maybe... maybe you should go in alone," she said reluctantly.

"It's a two-person operation. One of us will scan the office, but the other needs to keep our exfiltration path open."

"How do I get in there, then?"

Dass rubbed the back of his head.

"There's a way. You're not gonna like it."

"Tell me."

"Well, I can... disguise you."

"Disguise me how?"

Dass picked up his scanner from the table. His hand melted, flowed around the device, and sucked it into his body. He wiggled his fingers to show it was gone.

"What are you showing me?" Kinnit asked. "I don't understand--"

She paled suddenly. An involuntary shudder ran through her body. She shoved her chair back away from him and leapt to her feet.

"You want to... do that to me?"

He shrugged, and the scanner oozed back out of his hand to clatter on the table.

"It's called 'envelopment.' It would cover you up, get you in."

Kinnit closed her eyes, trying to think objectively about the proposal, pushing hard to get past her revulsion. She had to forcibly keep herself from hyperventilating at the very thought.

Dass waited patiently while she struggled with herself, shaking her head, mincing and shuddering.

At long last, she was able to take a deep breath.

"Sorry," she said. "It's not you. I just... you're right, I don't like the idea. It makes sense, though."

"Oh, good," he said, and laid his hand on hers. Kinnit squeaked and snatched her hand away. Dass laughed and shook his head. "We're gonna need to practice," he said.

Kinnit nodded with an unconscious grimace of disgust.
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Admiral Stonefist sat at his desk, resting his face on his folded hands, staring into space. Lieutenant Sol sat at his desk, his hands hovering over his console, waiting for Admiral Stonefist to speak.

Many of the Hook Tooth pirates had been taken alive. Most of them had been low-level crewmembers, in it for the opportunity to make some easy money. Only a very few had been privy to what had been going on behind the scenes.

Regardless of their opportunism or loyalty, they'd all be spending the rest of their natural lives in prison. It didn't please Grimthorn. He'd been considering the ancient practice of gibbeting. A couple of pirate corpses strapped to the front of the Swordheart would send the kind of message he wanted.

But he'd promised clemency for those who cooperated.

At long last he drew in a long breath.

"Okay," he said. "Okay. So now the conspiracy--this 'Bolt of Justice'--is funding pirates." He nodded as he talked through his thoughts. "We'll step up our patrols, and bring this to the other fleets; get them patrolling as well. This information all needs to go to the Cryptographers."

He sighed.

"I don't know that I get the Bolt's play here. If we knew what they were after, we could predict where the pirates would raid next. We can't just keep patrolling randomly. There's too much space out in space. We need to narrow it down. Where are the raids concentrated, Sol?"

Lieutenant Sol started, and began tapping at his console.

"I'll run some numbers on that, sir."

A disappointed frown crept onto Grimthorn's face. Lieutenant Baric Sol was diligent and competent, but Kinnit would have already had all that information to hand.

Sol winced at Grimthorn's expression. He tried to type faster, but data wrangling was not his strong suit.

"Sorry, sir, I'll try to be fast."

"Don't worry, Lieutenant. You're doing just fine."

The clacking of Lieutenant Sol's console slowed and stopped. Grimthorn looked up to see Sol's hands clenched into fists, trembling to each side of his console.

"I'm not, sir."

"What's that?"

"I'm not fine, sir. I see the way you look at me, and I... I know I'm not as good as Kinnit. I'm trying my hardest. But I know it's not good enough." Tears stood in the young Lieutenant's eyes as he stared fiercely at his console. "I used to think I was good at my job, but now I know I'm not."

Grimthorn frowned. Had he been so transparent? The famously impenetrable Admiral Stonefist was leaking his emotions onto his subordinates now?

"Sol, I'm sorry I've been making you feel that way. I have been upset lately, but it's not because of your work. It's because of all this nonsense that CenCom's pulled with Kinnit."

"If I was better--"

"No. I need you. I also need Kinnit. I've been spoiled by having the two best Assistants in the Navy." He sighed. "You two are my arms. Now I'm working with one arm tied behind my back. One arm can't take the place of two. That doesn't make my remaining arm worth less."

Sol looked thoughtful for a moment.

"I... think I understand, sir."

"Good."

They worked in silence for a while.

"I miss her," Lieutenant Sol said suddenly. "She made the office so much more lively."

Admiral Stonefist felt his heart pierced by a longing for Kinnit. He sighed.

"I miss her too. We will get her back."

His face hardened.

"Everything in my power," he said quietly to himself.


SIXTY-SEVEN
MAGICAL GIRL


Dass frowned.

"Let's try it again," he said.

Kinnit closed her eyes as Dass moved behind her. She tensed as she sensed him moving closer. She felt his touch, felt him creep across her back, over her shoulders, up the back of her head. The warm pressure of his flesh oozing across her, sealing itself against every crevice...

She screamed and danced out of his grasp.

Dass sighed in frustration.

"Look, the operation is in three days, okay? This is the only way to get you into the secure area where Ordren's office is. We have to get this figured out."

Kinnit shuddered.

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry. It's just so... invasive."

Dass threw his hands up in frustration.

"If I could do it without touching you, I would, but that's not how this works, okay?"

Kinnit nodded.

"Are you ready to try again?"

"I think so."

Kinnit closed her eyes again. At the first feel of Dass's touch, she tensed galvanically.

"This isn't working," Dass said.

"I'm sorry," she repeated.

"Let's take a break. It's times like this I wish I could drink," Dass muttered to himself.

Kinnit dropped into one of the cheap chairs at the kitchen table and put her head in her hands.

Logically, she knew nothing would go wrong. Logically, she knew Dass was a professional. Logically, she knew that this was the only way to get in.

Her nervous system rejected all her fine logic as soon as Dass's warm flesh touched her.

She shuddered.

"Could you just... force me into it?" she asked.

He grimaced.

"I could, but if you don't like this approach, I guarantee you won't like being locked in. Plus you'd be fighting me the whole time."

"Yeah, but you're strong enough to do what you need to, right?"

Dass shook his head.

"It's very distracting. Imagine trying to smooth your way past a guard while your pancreas is screaming and trying to bite you. Ideally we should work together. Move together. That's why we need to practice."

Kinnit frowned at the table in thought. She glanced at her scanner. Her scanner made her think of her space adventure novels, and her mind wandered back to the last one she'd read. An idea occurred to her.

"Dass, can you control your body temperature at all?"

He looked at her quizzically.

"Of course. I burn a lot of energy to keep myself warm so that Terrans don't freak out if they touch me."

"So you could cool yourself down a bit?"

"Sure."

With growing excitement, she explained her plan to him.

He regarded her with an expression that said that he was deeply concerned about her state of mind, but reluctantly, he agreed.
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Thirty minutes later Kinnit strode out of her bedroom dressed in a form-fitting disposable thinsuit. It was made to keep the wearer alive in space for just a few minutes--long enough to get to an airlock or emergency pod.

Now, though, it was part of her outfit.

"You're going to wear that?" Dass asked.

"That's not the exosuit voice," Kinnit replied. "Stay in character, please."

Dass grimaced. Of all the identities he'd had to assume, this one was by far the weirdest.

"Welcome, master," he said in a robotic voice. "I stand ready to assist you."

"My faithful exosuit, XOS-1. It's time for adventure," she said. "With my wits and your strength, we shall defend the galaxy! Together we become Starstrider, the galactic hero!" She closed her helmet, turned her back to him and held her arms up in the air. "Starstrider, power up!"

Cuffs rocketed out and closed on her wrists and ankles. Cold armor clicked down around her arms and legs. A plate of armor slid down and sealed against her torso.

Dass was doing his level best to create sound effects for her: twinkling chimes, whooshing air, a rising energy surge.

Kinnit spread her fingers and gloves wrapped around her. A helmet of armor descended over her head, with a narrow slit for her eyes.

With a final ringing burst, Dass--now XOS-1--completed the envelopment of Kinnit for the first time.

Kinnit tried hard not to squee. This was one of her most vivid adventure fantasies, now brought to life.

In the kitchen stood a blocky exosuit, looking as though it had stepped straight out of the pages of a sci-fi novel. It was nearly seven feet tall, with rakish angles and swept-back accessories.

Kinnit moved gently, and Dass tried to move along with her. They slowly practiced moving together, in sync.

Once they'd had a few minutes to warm up, Kinnit drew herself up. She struck a heroic pose, one fist in the air.

"Starstrider, go!" she cried.

Dass didn't understand it at all, and it made him a little uncomfortable, but at least she wasn't thrashing and screaming anymore.

"Let's go to the mirror, XOS-1!" she cried.

Working together carefully, they walked to the bathroom. Kinnit gleefully regarded herself in the full-length mirror.

"This is so perfect! It's perfect! It's like the best cosplay ever!" she squealed.

"Thank you, master. I live to serve," he said in the robotic deadpan.

Kinnit stood tall, her hands on her hips.

"XOS-1, camouflage mode on!"

As she watched, her blocky exosuit rippled, the sharp lines melting into the soft roundness of flesh. The features slowly molded into the form of Eugene.

After only a few minutes, the round, sad-looking form of Eugene stared at its reflection in the mirror.

"Excellent work, XOS-1! The hero Starstrider will never be recognized in this form!"

"XOS-1 reminds master to be careful about speaking. The enemy can hear master, even when she is in her exosuit."

"Excellent point, XOS-1! Now, back to the debarkation chamber!"

They navigated back into the kitchen.

"Starstrider, power down!" she cried.

Eugene formed back into the angled shape of Starstrider. With careful, mechanical movements, the exosuit opened back up, letting Kinnit step free.

She opened her thinsuit helmet and spun around as Dass was reassembling himself. She bounced on her toes and clutched her fists together in excitement.

"Dass! That was so good! That was so good! Thank you so much!"

Dass sighed heavily.

"Those sharp angles are tough to hold," he said.

"That's okay!" she said, with her voice high and a twinkle in her eye. She clutched a determined fist in front of her. "We'll practice until it's easy!"

Dass gave a little groan of despair. He wondered if he hadn't been better off with the screaming.
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The Emperor sighed contentedly. He was feeling better today.

He sat up on his throne, trying to find a comfortable position to sit. "Feeling better" didn't necessarily mean "feeling great."

A lone Cryptographer stood by his side.

"You're quiet today," the Emperor said.

The Cryptographer chittered in response, his face-tentacles writhing unnaturally.

"Oh, it doesn't bother me any. I've lived long enough. I do wish they'd hurry it up, though."

More chittering.

"You don't think maybe you should give them a hint? Help them along some? Direct them to the right enemies?"

The Cryptographer responded.

"Yes, yes, 'the Solution,' I understand. Oh, I suppose you all know best." He sighed. "It does make me wonder what all you're not telling me."

The Cryptographer's chittering took on an alarmed tone.

"No, I know it's all to the good. It's fine. Still, though. I'll feel better once this is all settled."

He paused, long in thought.

"I hate to put them through all that, though. Do you really think they can bring me the Mucilagean?"

The Cryptographer paused for a long time as well, and answered slowly. A worried frown creased the Emperor's brow.

"Well, that's the best we can hope for," he replied.
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Admiral Stonefist stared grimly at the array of ships before him. Six pirate vessels faced the Swordheart and its two companion ships.

He didn't like the odds. Not that he wasn't confident in his fleet and crews, but the best kind of fight to get into was one where you had overwhelming numerical superiority.

The best fight was an unfair fight.

"Prepare a full spread of torpedoes," he said. "One for each pirate vessel. Give them something to pay attention to. All ships, focus all fire on the rimward-most pirate. We'll go down the line, take them out one by one."

The pirates opened up on Admiral Stonefist and his small detachment. Torpedoes flared out into cold space, lancing toward their targets. One pirate fired a torpedo back at the Swordheart.

"All blasters, target that torpedo," Admiral Stonefist said.

"Sir, shouldn't we deploy chaff? Throw it off course?" asked Lieutenant Sol, at his elbow.

"Chaff would throw it off of us, but it might lock on to one of our other ships. I'd rather destroy it."

"Understood, sir."

The lone torpedo closed on the Swordheart. The blaster gunners fired at the incoming ordnance.

In spite of the hail of blaster fire, only one hit landed, damaging the direction control. The torpedo began looping in a crazy spiral and detonated not far from the Swordheart.

"Sir!" Lieutenant Renning called out. "Damage reported to the hull."

Grimthorn swore.

"How bad?"

"It's holding for now. It should last through the battle, if we don't take any more damage."

"Very well. Focus fire on the marked ship. I want the mass driver working double-time. That vessel has shields."

The one nice thing about pirates was that their ships were usually poorly-equipped for combat. Pirates only needed enough guns to threaten unarmed commercial vessels. They survived by striking and hiding, not by open combat.

This pirate band, however, was better-equipped than most. They had shields and at least one torpedo tube.

It was a concern to him that his gunners had had so much trouble targeting the incoming torpedo. It shouldn't have surprised him much, he realized belatedly. They'd been in seven battles in the last six days. That was more combat in the last week than they'd seen in the previous year.

This "Bolt of Justice" conspiracy definitely had the local pirate bands flourishing.

He shook his head and tried to focus. He had split the Ninth Fleet up to cover more ground, and nearly every detachment was finding and destroying pirates. The battles usually weren't difficult to win, but every combat did at least a little damage, and damaged ships had to be sent back to the yard for repairs.

Even easy battles could wear down a mighty fleet if there were enough of them.

Nearly a third of the Ninth Fleet was currently under repair. The shipyards were sending them back out as fast as they could fix them, but the strength of the Ninth Fleet was waning.

The Bolt's money had all the opportunists and sociopaths out to make some extra cash off the fatness of the Imperium's commercial economy and the Bolt's credits. Commercial vessels had taken to hiring mercenary ships as escorts, just to fend off pirates. That slowed down trade and made everything more expensive.

The Bolt of Justice was spending a lot of money, but they were costing the citizens of the Imperium a lot more.

A depleted uranium slug zipped through the marked pirate ship's shields without resistance, smashing through one of its engines. The engine flared, spraying wicked blue flames into the cold of space.

"Next target," Grimthorn said tiredly, as they prepared to churn through the rest of the pirates.


SIXTY-EIGHT
PREPARATIONS


Lieutenant Sol followed Admiral Stonefist down the halls of the ISS Swordheart. The Admiral's long stride was slower today, his expression more contemplative.

The Admiral sighed heavily. Admirals spent a lot more time sighing than Sol had ever realized.

Admiral Stonefist's face looked more haggard than usual. The constant skirmishes with pirates had been wearing on him. They had been wearing on everybody, really. Getting pulled out of bed at 0300 hours to smash another round of pirates was nobody's idea of a good time. On top of the constant battles, the Admiral had to present a strong front, playing his role as the relentless, indefatigable fortress of the Ninth Fleet.

But in these little moments, these interstitial times when nobody else was really watching, Sol could see him collapsing in on himself, allowing himself to be bone-deep weary just for a moment.

Now they were making their way to the conference room for the next meeting of the Order of the Spear.

Under other circumstances, Sol would have been excited. He wouldn't be allowed to attend the Council meeting himself, of course, but he'd prepared the reports for Admiral Stonefist to discuss with the other Admirals of the great fleets. The thought of the most powerful Admirals of the Imperium discussing his words, reviewing his data--well, it should have been heady, but with everything going on, it just left him feeling as tired as Admiral Stonefist looked.

"We're here," Admiral Stonefist said. He paused, gathering his strength as he stared at the door to the conference room. He handed Sol his stasis mug of coffee without looking at him. "Wait with the other Assistants," he said absently. Admiral Stonefist paneled open the door and walked in.

Lieutenant Sol turned to the small group of Assistants standing nearby. He smiled awkwardly.

"Hi. I'm Lieutenant Sol," he said.

"So they really did get rid of Kinnit," said the tall one, frowning.

"I told you," said the heavy one. "The word came down from CenCom. No SS in sensitive roles. I knew that was going to land on Kinnit. Unbelievable CenCom bureaucracy."

"Even Admiral Cora Din thought it was a stupid rule," the tall one rejoined. "Now they have to try and replace Kinnit with someone less qualified."

Sol wilted.

"Hey guys," said the thin female, "if you tried really hard, I bet you could be even more breathtakingly rude." She held out a hand to Sol. "I'm Lieutenant Lena Solborne, Seventh Fleet, Assistant to Admiral Dermot."

Sol hesitantly took her hand.

"Uh... thanks. I'm Lieutenant Baric Sol, Ninth Fleet. Uh, Assistant to Admiral Stonefist. I guess you know that already."

The tall one stepped forward, red-faced, rubbing the back of his head.

"Sorry. Sorry about that. I didn't mean anything about you, it's just Kinnit's so, you know..."

"I know," Sol said shortly. "I hear about it every day."

"Sorry," Voth choked out. He stuck out his hand. "Lieutenant Levi Voth, Fifth Fleet, Assistant to Admiral Cora Din."

Sol took his hand. The heavy one stepped up, adjusting his glasses.

"Lieutenant Ezek Daos, Third Fleet, Assistant to Admiral Balia. I'll just shut up, since I've embarrassed myself enough already." He shook Sol's hand as well. "I'm sorry I'm an idiot."

"S'fine," Sol said.

The conversation paused for a long, awkward time.

"So," said Lieutenant Voth, breaking the silence. "Pirates, huh? I've heard the Ninth has been pounding those guys pretty good."

"Yeah," said Lieutenant Solborne. "That's pretty hardcore, going after those guys."

Sol's mouth dropped open.

"Wait, you guys aren't hunting pirates? We've been running ourselves to the bone taking those guys out."

An uncomfortable look passed among the other Assistants.

"Admiral Balia doesn't really keep up with current events," said Lieutenant Daos.

"Admiral Cora Din doesn't feel that the pirates are a real threat. They're just local pests for the outposts to handle," Voth said, shrugging.

"Everybody knows Admiral Stonefist is a little, you know, eek about pirates," appended Lieutenant Solborne. "Nothing wrong with that," she hurried to add. "Like, somebody needs to pay attention to them, right? Make sure they know not to cross the Imperium."

Sol looked from face to face, aghast.

"You don't understand, there's a huge surge of them!" he bleated. "We've got the fleet split into hundreds of detachments chasing them down, and there's more all the time!"

"I mean, I'm sure it seems like a lot," Lieutenant Solborne said. "There are always pirates somewhere. They're like roaches, you can't ever totally get rid--"

"People are dying! Citizens are dying!" He realized his voice was dangerously close to whining, but he couldn't believe nobody else was taking him seriously. "We should have every ship of the fleet out there busting pirates!"

Lieutenant Solborne's smile took on a fixed quality.

"Hey, I get it, okay?" she said. "Admiral Stonefist gets wound up about them, it's only natural you'd--"

"This is not about the Admiral! This is about the people!"

Lieutenant Voth cut in.

"He's not wrong, Lena. We should be busting pirates. Whether there's a surge or not, it's part of what the Imperium does." He turned to Sol. "But it's not up to us to direct the fleet. The Admirals will sort it all out in there, don't worry."

Lieutenant Daos theatrically pulled out his scanner and started scrolling through it.

"What?" Voth asked.

"I was just looking at the weather on Geina," Daos said, "to see if it's snowing. I figured I'd check, since Voth is the one being the voice of reason."

"Oh, go stuff yourself in a torpedo tube."

"There it is."

"Anyway," Voth continued, turning back to Sol, "if our Admiral directs, then the fleet will follow, as will we. For what it's worth, I agree with Admiral Stonefist."

"Of course you do," muttered Lieutenant Solborne.

Lieutenant Voth ignored this.

"We should be protecting the Imperium," he said. "It's why we're here."

"That's right," Sol said quietly. More quietly, to himself, he muttered, "The Imperium protects her citizens."
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Admiral Stonefist glared around the table.

"Look, this is all very interesting," said Admiral Dermot, "but they're just pirates. You're not facing a real, massed, military threat. Who cares about a bunch of rimward misfits in their barely functioning ships?"

"It's not a military threat," Grimthorn rejoined. "It's a threat to the people's faith in the Imperium. Every raid, every stolen shipment, every murdered crewman gives lie to the principle that the Imperium protects her citizens."

"This data is alarming," said Admiral Cora Din. "Why are there so many attacks all of a sudden?"

"It's this conspiracy," Grimthorn said. "The Bolt of Justice."

"Oh, here we go with this again," said Admiral Dermot, rolling his eyes.

"Do you have a question?" Admiral Stonefist asked archly.

"No, not about your pet conspiracy theory."

"Look, it's well-established that the Bolt of Justice was behind the Oryndrax outbreak--"

"Yes, just as it's well established that the leak of the final attack on the Oryndrax came from your office."

"That has not been established at all."

"Gentlemen, we're getting off track," broke in Admiral Cora Din. "Admiral Stonefist, please outline your theory." She glanced over at Dermot. "Without interruption."

Dermot muttered, but allowed Grimthorn to speak.

"According to some of the captured pirates," he said, "they're being paid by the Bolt of Justice for every operation they complete in Imperial space. It's my theory that they're trying to weaken the Imperium ahead of a military incursion."

"So let's say I buy all this," Admiral Dermot said. "Where is the mystery military force that will attack once the Imperium is irretrievably weakened by losing a couple of commercial vessels?"

Grimthorn's mouth twisted in annoyance.

"Up until a couple of weeks ago, it would have been the Oryndrax. Now the answer's not so clear. They may be in talks with the Fyronix to re-open hostilities--"

"So you don't even know. You're taking a statistical blip in pirate activity and spinning a galactic conspiracy out of it."

Admiral Stonefist leaned across the table.

"If you doubt me, why don't you spend a couple of weeks chasing pirates? Or are you afraid you might scratch the polish on one of your ships?"

"Some of us have better things to do than confabulating nonsensical tales while pursuing our personal vendettas."

"Exactly the response I'd expect from a coward."

Dermot shot to his feet, his mouth open to retort.

"Gentlemen!" Cora Din called. "Let's focus. The data is clear. There is a surge of pirate of activity. Whatever the cause, our duty is to protect the citizens of the Imperium. I will commit the Fifth Fleet to helping stanch the influx of pirates."

"I deeply appreciate the support of the Fifth Fleet, Admiral," Grimthorn said.

"Hear, hear," creaked old Admiral Balia, startling all assembled. "Scrub the filth from the galaxy."

"Look, now you've got old Balia wound up," Admiral Dermot said. "A man his age shouldn't be in combat."

"I could be dead in the grave three weeks and still fly circles around you, Dermot," Balia croaked. Grimthorn snorted a laugh before he could control himself.

"If that's a statement of support of the Third Fleet, Admiral Balia, I'll happily accept it as well."

"Fine," Dermot said. "Let's all go pirate hunting. It's not like there's anything else important going on at the moment. And once we quash this blip maybe that will get you off this conspiracy kick."

"The support of the Seventh Fleet will be extremely valuable," Grimthorn said. He took a deep breath.

"Admirals, I look forward to crushing this threat with you all." He saluted the assembled Admirals. "All hail the Imperium!"

"All hail!" they cried in response.
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Kinnit took a deep breath. Today was the day. The plan was set.

She shook her head, remembering Grimthorn's teaching. Not a plan, an idea. Ideas can change, plans can't. Not as fast as combat can.

She held Tazrika's tattered black cloak in her hands, sneering at it. Now that she'd remembered who she was, who she really was, she couldn't believe she'd ever been tempted to follow the path of the rebel. Undercover or not, frustrated or not, she should never have allowed her thoughts to turn in that direction.

But it was all fine. After today, Tazrika would be dead. One way or another.

With any luck, Kinnit wouldn't be dead along with her.

Kinnit allowed herself a brief moment, a small time to indulge herself with thoughts of Grimthorn. If everything went well today, she'd be with him again soon.

She hoped. With all her heart, she hoped.

She caressed her face with the cloak.

"Tazrika, die and bring Grimthorn back to me," she said quietly.

Then she flung the cloak around her shoulders, and her alter ego settled onto her along with the garment.

Tazrika grinned wickedly.

"Let's go blow up CenCom," she said to the empty room.
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Grimthorn sat alone on the sofa in the nook. Their little private world seemed empty, dead without Kinnit in it. The spray of stars gleaming in the portal went unheeded. His books sat untouched on the end table.

He held his scanner loosely in one hand.

Why hadn't Kinnit contacted him? She wouldn't respond to his messages, either. They'd been communicating regularly when suddenly she'd stopped responding a week ago. He'd been sending her regular updates and messages, but hadn't gotten any response.

Had he upset her somehow? He sighed.

There could be a thousand reasonable reasons she hadn't gotten back in touch. Bad signal, broken scanner, maybe she was just spending a lot of time with family.

Or... maybe she'd forgotten about him. Maybe now that she was back home she'd decided that the Navy was too much bother, that she was treated too poorly in the Imperium.

Maybe she'd found someone else. A Kobold of her own species. Someone... better for her.

His head told him he was being foolish. But his heart ached and swam in dread and would not listen as he stared blankly at his silent scanner.


SIXTY-NINE
ATTACKING CENCOM


The Electroveil Collective was gathered in front of the EVC's base at Warehouse 17. Voices were muted as a buzz of conversation circled the group.

A moon shone down in the dimness of the evening. One of the quirks of Techterra was that it was never truly dark at night. Besides the light of the city spraying into the atmosphere, the clear, bright moon stayed locked in orbit in the sky over Techterra.

Krassik was strutting around, chatting with various members and trying to stir people up for the operation, but everyone was staying quiet until the boss arrived.

"How about you, little hatchling? You ready?" he said to Tazrika.

She rolled her eyes and flared her cloak.

"I've been ready since I landed on Techterra," she said. "I don't know why we have to do all this hanging around."

"Gotta wait for the boss," he said. "He'll give us the final plan, and we'll move out."

"Fine, whatever. I'm just ready to get going."

"You're sparky, I like that." Krassik's face split in a huge grin, exposing his yellowed sawblade teeth. "You know, after an operation we usually have a big party." He paused. "You don't seem much of one for parties, though. Maybe you and I could go hang out or something instead?"

Tazrika raised an eyebrow at him.

"You're not my type."

Krassik winced.

"Oh yeah? What's your type, then?"

Tazrika looked him up and down and thought for a moment.

"Terran. Career military. Twice as old as you."

Krassik's mouth fell open. Then he burst into uncontrollable laughter.

"Tazrika, you're wild! You should be a comedian. Okay, okay, I get it. But if you ever change your mind, you let me know."

"I will," she said.

The sleek black car rolled up again in front of the warehouse. Rhydak stepped out.

The crowd drew near to him, filled with murmurs, but not too close. There was a respectful bubble around him as he walked into the warehouse and mounted the crude stage. The Electroveil Collective was unusually silent as Rhydak prepared to speak.

"Friends," he said with quiet gravitas, "tonight we finally strike back at the Imperium that has held us down."

The warehouse erupted in cheers and shrieking. Rhydak raised his hands for silence.

"The Imperium is corrupt. They've grown fat and lazy on our hard work! Then, then they've had the audacity to look down on us!"

The gang responded with roars of fury.

"We've been disarmed, abused, robbed. Well I say, 'No more!'"

The crowd was violent now, screaming.

"Tonight, we strike CenCom! Tonight, we take back the power that is due us! No more scrabbling for substandard equipment. Tonight, we break into CenCom's armory! We'll never again be without a way to defend ourselves! From tonight, we will take the fight to the Imperium!"

Cheers ringed the group, then quickly quieted as Rhydak began explaining the plan.
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Grimthorn paced in his office. Lieutenant Sol had already taken off for the day.

The punishing schedule of chasing pirates had eased only slightly with the introduction of the other fleets. More opportunists were showing up all the time: anyone with a half-functional vessel and a blaster was biting at the fat shipping lanes of the Imperium. Even the skeptical Admiral Lander had been forced to admit that the level of activity was unusual. All the fleets were running around madly, chasing newly minted pirates.

That wasn't what occupied his mind at the moment, though. Grimthorn was having to line his worries up, prioritize them so he could fret about them in order.

Besides all the pirates, there remained the question of the Cryptographers' offer. To rescue the remainder of the Ninth Fleet lost twenty years before... the very possibility was almost too much to bear. The thought that they'd been trapped in jumpspace for twenty years, suffering that twisted dimension, tormented Grimthorn.

That the Cryptographers might have left them in there was worse.

And yet... the rescue would require the Cryptographers to kill one of their own in cold blood. There were only a few thousand Cryptographers across the entire galaxy. The safety of the Imperium depended on them. The loss of even one was an unconscionable cost.

But the fleet...

Grimthorn scrubbed his hand through his hair in frustration.

Behind all that, of course, was Kinnit. He desperately needed her back--her advice, her calming influence--but he'd promised the Cryptographers that he wouldn't kill Commander Ordren, who, Grimthorn was convinced, was the only one standing in the way of her return.

Everything in his power. He'd promised her.

But everything in his power might not be enough.
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Tazrika stood, her arms folded, staring at the dingy wall protecting CenCom. The street was dirty. A couple of husks of abandoned minicars rested along the street, and a large pile of trash was piled against the wall.

Krassik was practically dancing from foot to foot.

"More waiting," Tazrika growled.

"Through the wall, turn east, through the next wall," Krassik chanted. "Smash the double doors into the armory." He hopped onto his other foot. "Through the wall, turn east, through the next wall..."

"Would you give that a rest?" Tazrika snapped.

"I've gotta remember!" he said. "Boss' plan. I gotta remember."

Tazrika rolled her eyes.

"I'm gonna go in there and take a leak while we're waiting... again," she said, pointing with her thumb at a nearby shop.

"...smash the double doors into the armory," Krassik muttered. Tazrika walked off.

In the privacy of the stall, she pulled out her scanner. She tapped out a brief message to Dass.

"Attack will come from the south. Targeting the armory. Operation begins in fifteen minutes."

She gave the message a moment to send. Then she pulled the memory chip out of the device and dropped it in the toilet. It plunked into the water and sank to the bottom.

She flushed twice and stuck the scanner back in her pocket.

She took a deep breath and rejoined the crew outside.

Rhydak was waiting with the rest of the Electroveil Collective. He raised an eyebrow as she walked out, but said nothing.

He was dressed in his usual suit, but now he held a short submachine gun. He slung it and gestured toward the intimidating wall.

"We've been stockpiling explosives behind that trash pile for weeks now," he said to the group. "We'll breach the outer wall--"

"Then turn east, through the next wall; right, boss?" Krassik interrupted.

Rhydak looked annoyed.

"Yes, Krassik. Once we're in, you and Jorol," he said, gesturing to one of the Tunnorlisk, "will use rocket launchers to knock down the east wall. We've got plenty of rockets, so use as many as you can. We need to get that wall down quickly. The rest of you, keep any guards busy. We'll catch them totally by surprise, so it will take time for them to respond. Once the wall is open, we'll break into the armory. The Tunnorlisk will clear away the rubble so that our truck can get in. We'll load the truck up with as much ordnance as it can carry and make our getaway."

"What a great plan, boss!" Krassik crowed.

"Quiet, Krassik. Now, does everyone understand their roles? Are there any questions?"

"Can I get a better weapon than a pipe?" Tazrika asked.

"Yes, once we break into the armory," Rhydak said. "Take whatever you like, but be quick."

Tazrika's mouth twisted, but she left it alone for now.

"Now, is everyone ready?" Rhydak pulled out a small remote and held it high. Every eye was fixed to the device. Nobody spoke.

"The world changes... starting now," he said. Then he pressed the button.

A stunning blast rocked the street. The shockwave smashed across the Collective like a physical blow. The air was instantly filled with dust and smoke, stained with the choking stench of burning.

"In! In!" cried Rhydak. "Get into the compound!"

With ringing ears and rattled senses, the Collective stumbled through the gap in the wall into CenCom.

Thick smoke obscured the air as they made their way into what had once been a small courtyard. Debris filled it now, and several small trees lay tumbled, ripped out of the ground by the force of the blast.

"Krassik! Jorol! Get those launchers going!" yelled Rhydak.

The Saurian and the Tunnorlisk worked frantically to load their rocket launchers. After a few seconds that stretched out like minutes, they aimed their launchers at the east wall.

"Fire!" cried Rhydak. "And don't stop until we're through the wall!"

With a double hiss, two rockets leapt across the courtyard and exploded against the wall. Large cracks appeared. The duo reloaded and fired again. The wall crumbled, throwing up a huge cloud of dust.

"Again!" cried Rhydak.

Another pair of rockets exploded, scattering bricks and debris. A large, v-shaped gap had been blown in the wall.

"Stop firing! Now, everybody--"

Rhydak halted as the dust cleared enough to see what was beyond the wall.

A Helios Titan--a hulking battle tank--rolled up to the breach. Moonlight gleamed off its sharp, black angles and menacing turret gun.

"We've been betrayed!" Rhydak screamed. "Run!"

Two Zephilids near the breach in the outer wall turned to escape, but Navy guards filled the gap, their guns turned on the Collective.

"Trapped!" Tazrika screeched. She turned and ran to the north wall. She dug her claws in and clambered up to the top. "Further in!" she yelled. "We'll find another way out! Rhydak!" She leaned down, holding out her hand.

With a glance at the tank, Rhydak ran for her. Two of the guards raised their rifles, but Krassik leapt on them, snarling and knocking them to the ground. He wrestled with both of them, trying to tear their guns from their hands. More guards rushed over and began beating him with the butts of their rifles.

"Boss! Tazrika! Get away!" he yelled as they pummeled him.

Rhydak leapt and grabbed Tazrika's hand. With a mighty heave, she pulled the heavy Skorvan up. He scrambled at the wall until he was on top with her.

With a heavy rumble, the turret of the tank turned toward them.

"Rhydak, look out!"

With a heavy, thumping roar, the tank fired, obliterating the top of the wall where Rhydak and Tazrika sat.

Heavy smoke filled the courtyard. The Electroveil Collective, stunned, slowly stopped fighting. More guards poured into the courtyard.

Krassik, his face swollen, released the three guards he'd been manhandling. He stared at the wall as the smoke cleared.

"No! Tazrika..."

He dropped to his knees. A rush of guards piled on top of him, crushing him to the ground.


SEVENTY
THE END OF TAZRIKA


The Bolt of Justice sat around the small table. Senn reviewed the reports on his scanner, nodding with satisfaction.

"Well, gentlemen," he said, "our plan is working quite well. Quite well."

"It ought to," Rax grumbled. "It's costing enough."

"Come now, Rax, you're a businessman. You must understand that you have to spend money to make money?"

"Oh, spending money, yes. You're quite good at that. First for the Oryndrax, and now for pirates. I haven't done anything but spend money."

"Ah, but look at the reports!" crowed Senn, sliding his scanner across the table. "Look at the disruption! People are scared! The Navy is in disarray, playing a galactic game of 4-D whack-a-mole! Faith in the Imperium is faltering!"

"That's all fine and good if our goal was only to destabilize the Imperium," Rax groused, "but you promised an invasion force. I don't see any invasion force."

"They're on their way," Senn cooed. "I can assure you, it will be like nothing this galaxy has ever seen." He rubbed his hands together. "I was finally able to make contact."

"When, Senn? I'm still accountable to the board of directors! I have to explain what we're getting for all this money! You're sitting there all mysterious and smug, and my backside is out, dangling over the fire!"

"I don't have a specific date, but it will be soon. Please trust me on this. Your participation will be richly rewarded, I assure you." Senn turned to Idrian, changing the subject. "What of the Emperor?"

Idrian looked troubled and distracted. He'd been a little disconnected of late.

"He's continuing to degrade," Idrian said finally. "He's started missing some of the Council meetings. When he's there, he looks ill. The entire council is starting to panic. They think the Emperor may be dying, but he refuses to discuss succession or a backup plan. He assures everyone that everything's fine, but that's an obvious lie. It feels very familiar," he finished, staring pointedly at Senn.

"This disruption serves our plans well," Senn said. "The Imperium is crumbling. The Emperor is dying. External threats are on their way." He chortled, oblivious to the concerned frowns of his cohorts.

"Everything is going perfectly," he said.
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Grimthorn sat in his office, trying to work. His eyes kept sliding off of the numbers that scrolled past his console.

He rubbed his face and shook his head. He walked over to the counter and fetched a cup of coffee, then sipped at it, even though it merely seemed to be bouncing off of his tiredness.

His scanner beeped. He picked it up and stared at it dumbly for a moment before answering.

"Admiral Stonefist here."

"Encrypted comm for you, Admiral."

"One moment. Lieutenant Sol, I'll need a few minutes for a private conversation."

Sol nodded, gathered a few slips and his scanner, and left the office. Grimthorn stared at the two empty desks in his office for a moment before turning back to his scanner.

"Put it through," he said finally.

"Admiral... Stonefist," said a voice like broken glass.

Admiral Stonefist frowned. Why were the Cryptographers contacting him now?

"You... are... distracted," it said.

"What do you mean? The pirates?"

"There... is... a... disruption... in... the... Solution."

"What kind of disruption? What's going on?"

"A... new... threat."

"What threat? What about the pirates?"

"Denth... has... opened. Find... Rax... Daggoth."

"Who? Who is that? Why?"

"It... is... time... to... fetch... your... Assistant."

Grimthorn sat bolt upright.

"Yes? Has she been cleared?"

The line went dead. Grimthorn slammed a fist down on his desk in frustration.

"Blast you all to Geina!" he shouted at the dead scanner. "Give me a straight answer for once!"

He took a deep breath. He toggled the comm console on his desk.

"Bridge, turn our detachment to Takkar. We're going back to the Kobold homeworld." He paused for a moment. "And have Infography look up any information they can find on someone named 'Rax Daggoth.'"

He stood and straightened his uniform. In spite of his powerful annoyance with the Cryptographers, his heart sang.

He was finally going to get Kinnit back.
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"Rhydak!" Tazrika screeched. She clung to the top of the wall with her legs and reached down, holding her hand open.

Rhydak bolted for the wall. He leapt and grabbed Tazrika's hand. The weight of him nearly pulled her shoulder out of its socket, but with a mighty heave, she yanked him up to her. Rhydak laid like a sack across the top of the wall. Shouting reached her ears.

"Rhydak! Look out!"

She looked over just in time to see the Helios Titan's main gun leveling directly at them.

She leapt to her feet on the top of the narrow wall and lifted the pipe over her head. Outlined by the moonlight, she shrieked her final defiance at the tank, the Imperium, and the entire universe.

With a burping roar, the tank fired, and all her vision vanished in darkness and smoke.

She landed with a bone-rattling thump. Tangy smoke filled her lungs and eyes. All she could hear was ringing in her ears.

As her vision slowly cleared, she tried to take in the situation.

Rhydak lay on the ground next to her, shaking his head and struggling to get to his feet. His fine suit was tattered, one sleeve ripped away completely. Naval Intelligence officers surrounded them. A net was cast over Tazrika.

She snarled, thrashing with sudden energy. A NavInt officer tried to hold her down, but got some nasty gouges in his hand for his trouble.

Hissing and screeching, she tried to break free, but the net tangled her movements, held her down. She snapped and snarled at anybody who got too close.

A net was cast over Rhydak as well. He struggled, but he didn't have Tazrika's energy. The NavInt officers began dragging him away.

"So now you can take me to your torture chambers," he snarled. "Just like you've always wanted. You'll never get anything from me, you hear? Nothing! Tazrika, hold the line!" he yelled. "We'll return! The Electroveil Collective will rise again! The Collective--"

Then he was dragged out of sight.

The NavInt officers surrounding Tazrika stood quietly at a respectful distance for a few minutes. The sounds of combat from the other side of the wall died down as the rest of the EVC was rounded up.

Dass Gunstar strode up, a sassy half-smile on his face.

"Very good, gentlemen. You can release her."

"You sure, sir?" one of the young officers asked. "She's pretty, uh, lively."

"She's with me. It's fine."

The NavInt officers hesitantly untangled her from the net. As soon as she was free, she stalked over to Dass and slapped him hard. The whipcrack of the strike echoed across the lot.

"You shot me with a tank!"

The officers started forward in alarm, but Dass only rubbed his face and chuckled.

"Hah, uh, yeah. Sorry about that. Don't worry about it. It was just a stun round. Lots of flash and smoke, not much impact."

"'Not much impact?' You can 'not worry about it' when it's you getting shot! I didn't know you were going to shoot me with a tank!"

"Ah, but we were able to capture Rhydak! None of the Electroveil Collective will try to break him out of prison if they all think he's dead. They won't be after you, either." His eyes shone. "I watched it on the security monitors. It was dramatic. You were perfect! Screaming defiance into the teeth of a Titan! You should get a medal for that performance!"

Kinnit ripped off the tattered cloak and threw it violently on the ground.

"I don't want a medal! I want junk food and a trashy adventure novel!" She stuck a finger in his face. "Next time, you tell me what you're up to before you do it!"

The rest of the NavInt officers were standing around awkwardly as the argument unfolded. Dass turned to address them.

"Ah, thank you for your assistance, gentlemen. You can all go... ah, finish things up. My colleague and I are going to go debrief."

"Debrief? Oh, I've got some things to debrief, and it won't be brief."

Dass grinned uncomfortably and withdrew with Kinnit.
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The ISS Swordheart lurked in the sky near Takkar. Admiral Stonefist stood in the captain's dais on the bridge, bubbling with worry.

Kinnit hadn't been in touch in weeks. He'd tried hard to convince himself that the comms array the Imperium had installed over Takkar was flaky, and just couldn't get a reliable signal out.

Now they were over Kinnit's home planet, where they should be able to communicate directly, and still there was no response to his comms.

"Scan the surface again, Lieutenant Renning. High detail."

Lieutenant Renning had already scanned the planet three times, but he nodded and dutifully re-scanned.

"There's no sign of her shuttle's energy signature, sir."

Admiral Stonefist stood ramrod-straight, his arm crossed, considering.

"Okay. Contact docking bay 3, have them prep a shuttle. I'm going downplanet."

"Sir, the planet..." Lieutenant Renning paused. Admiral Stonefist was famously prickly about being warned about imminent danger. "There's a large storm system moving in over her last known location."

"Noted. Thank you for the alert, Lieutenant. I'll be cautious."

"Shall I contact Pilot Dabrini to man the shuttle for you?"

"I'll pilot it myself."

A worried frown creased Lieutenant Renning's face.

"Sir, are you s--I mean, yes, sir."

Within 15 minutes, Grimthorn was in the pilot's seat of a shuttle, flying toward the planet. As he approached the atmosphere, the details of the planet became clear.

The planet Takkar was emerald-green, with the occasional sparkle of giant lakes peeking through. One third of the planet was in shadow, a clear, curved line separating day from night.

Grimthorn had a moment of self-doubt as he flew closer. Ordinarily, most of the Lieutenants overestimated the danger of everything they reported, but in this case, Renning might have been underselling it some.

The storm system was visible as a single, thick, impenetrable cloud, moving in a slow, heavy rotation that covered nearly half the visible crescent.

Under other circumstances, he might have reconsidered his course of action, but he had to find out what had happened to Kinnit.

Besides, her last known location was outside the storm system. Not much outside, but enough.

He throttled back only slightly before he hit the atmosphere with a bone-jarring thump. Flames wreathed the shuttle as friction caused the air he was dropping through to immolate. He was able to see the leading edge of the storm as he descended next to it.

It was ominous, impenetrable, and dark, nearly fifteen miles tall. As he descended further, the shuttle rattled as it dropped through rough winds. The surface of the shuttle was hot enough that drops of rain sublimated into steam three feet from the surface of the craft.

Grimthorn clung to the controls, his lips tight. The shuttle shook violently. Winds tore at the vessel. The drop zone calculations on his console widened. He'd aimed his re-entry for the cave where they'd met her family, but the circle of possible landing points expanded to nearly three miles.

The closer he came to the surface, the more violent the winds and the worse the visibility became. Grimthorn applied nearly as much thrust pushing against the wind as he did pushing against gravity. The portal was nearly white with fog and rain. He was flying blind. Only his console gave him any indication of where he was and how close he was to the planet's surface.

The portal cleared, and suddenly Grimthorn could see the tops of trees lashing in the wind.

Too close.

With a hiss, he fired the atmospheric thrusters at full power. In spite of the emergency thrust, the shuttle slammed solidly into the ground, whipping Grimthorn back and forth in the restraints of the seat.

Admiral Stonefist took a moment to catch his breath. He checked his console.

He'd landed nearly half a mile away from the cave. Looking at the driving rain through the portal, he decided that was further than he wanted to walk.

After checking the shuttle's diagnostics for damage, he lifted off no more than a few dozen feet off the ground. He wrestled the shuttle through the twisting, growing winds, pushing toward the cave entrance. The shuttle sawed back and forth, fighting toward the destination.

At last Grimthorn set down within visual range of the cave mouth. He let out a long breath of relief, then shut the shuttle down and opened the hatch.

The winds had seemed violent during the flight, but that was nothing compared to walking through them. Grimthorn was glad he'd made the effort to land closer to the cave. The wind bellowed and howled, constantly shifting in every direction. Trees shook and bent under the relentless battering force.

Grimthorn held one hand up in front of his face and pushed himself toward the cave.

At last he arrived. The long, low entrance shielded the interior from the violent winds.

He walked in and stood tall, his dark form limned by the fitful storm light outside.

"Where is Kinnit Longlegs?" he shouted.

Bundles of Kobolds lay scattered around the floor of the dim cave. They looked up as he came in, their eyes wide with awe. Mutters and whispers circled the cave.

"It is the Grimthornstonefist!"

"He is come from the Great Storm!"

"He seeks Kinnit Longlegs."

"He has fought the Great Storm!"

"He is angry."

"Where is she?" Grimthorn yelled.

There was a disruption in the nearest pile of Kobolds. One unlucky Kobold was volunteered and forced out of the bundle. He tumbled across the floor toward Grimthorn. He slowly stood.

"Greetings, mighty Grimthornstonefist," the Kobold began, after looking around for anyone else to take this role. "Our home is honored beyond measure by your presence."

"Where is Kinnit?"

"She has left, mighty Grimthornstonefist. She departed the day after you did."

Grimthorn barked with frustration and slammed the meaty part of his fist against the cave wall. He winced. The cave wall was not as forgiving as the steel walls of the Swordheart.

"Where did she go?"

"She only said she was going to help you, mighty Grimthornstonefist. Did she not find you?"

Grimthorn's brow drew down in a fury. She'd run off to get herself into some kind of trouble. All the time, all the messages she'd been sending him, and she'd been jetting across the galaxy somewhere, no doubt to put herself in mortal danger.

He had to find her, and she had to be okay.

He spun on his heel and headed back outside.

Though he'd only been in the cave for a few minutes, the storm had noticeably worsened. Trees were lying nearly flat in the wind, and droplets of rain drove into the skin hard enough to leave a rash.

Even in his fury, he knew he couldn't take off in this.

He marched back into the cave, soaked and seething.

"Fine!" he barked. "I'll take off later. How long do these storms usually last?"

The unlucky volunteer looked back at his peers, but no one rushed to his aid.

"It is the Great Storm, mighty Grimthornstonefist. It comes every year."

"How long!"

"The Great Storm lasts a half-moon. We stay in the cave and eat our saved foods and sing and tell st--"

"Two weeks?" Grimthorn wailed, unbelieving. "I can't be here for two weeks!" He stalked back and forth. "I have to find Kinnit! Where has she been all this time? I have to fight pirates! I have to stop Ordren! I can't be trapped in a cave!"

The Kobolds watched him with wide, silent eyes as he paced and ranted.

Finally he stormed back outside and began screaming oaths and imprecations into the driving wind.

The cave was silent for several minutes.

"He calls for battle with the Great Storm," someone said finally.

More silence.

"Does he protect Kinnit Longlegs from the galaxy, or does she protect the galaxy from him?"


SEVENTY-ONE
EYE OF THE STORM


Dass had managed to mollify Kinnit somewhat, and they'd hidden themselves in a supply closet.

She was really hung up about the whole "getting shot by a tank" thing. He'd have to explain to her the value of a little showmanship in this kind of work.

Later. He'd explain it later, when she was in a better mood.

Dass was pleased with the level of disruption at CenCom. All the focus was on the armory and the EVC. It was after hours. With any luck, that would all combine to leave the administrative wing more or less empty.

Kinnit had gone behind a few racks to change into her thinsuit. Dass waited patiently, reading the labels on boxes of slips.

"I'm ready," she finally called.

Dass sighed. His form began melting, flowing, becoming more angular. Before long he stood there as XOS-1, exosuit of heroes.

At Kinnit's insistence, they'd practiced this extensively over the last couple of days. He was becoming much more practiced at developing the sharp lines and matte surfaces of an inorganic exosuit.

"XOS-1 STANDS READY TO DEFEND THE GALAXY, MASTER," he said.

Kinnit emerged, dressed in her thinsuit.

"Excellent." She struck a pose. "It's time for adventure! Starstrider, power up!"

Dass bit back a sigh. He'd hoped she'd tire of this game, or grow past her need to engage in her weird little fantasies. He'd never really developed an interest in pop culture--spycraft was far more interesting than any show or novel--and occasionally, he wondered if he were missing out. After working with Kinnit, he'd decided that pop entertainment was not for him, after all.

At least she seemed to have gotten over being mad at him about the tank.

He closed in around her, sealing her in and completing the envelopment.

"XOS-1, camouflage mode on!"

Dass slowly morphed himself into the form of Eugene: a thick, heavy Terran.

"Let me do the talking," he reminded her.

They stepped out into the dimly lit hallway. Eugene had to admit, at least to himself, that all their time practicing had helped them operate together smoothly.

Eugene walked down the hall with absolute confidence, as though he owned all of CenCom and most of the Navy, making his way further in, closer to Commander Ordren's office. He kept a distracted air about him, as though he were on his way to complete some important bureaucratic task.

Confidence was key.

He passed the guard station where he'd been stopped during his earlier penetration attempt. It was unmanned. The hallways beyond were empty and quiet.

The EVC had done their jobs well.

In a few minutes, they arrived at Commander Ordren's office. Dass glanced around, making sure they wouldn't be seen, then drew out a small lockpick. It only took him a few seconds of work before the lock clicked and the heavy door swung open.

He stepped in. The air in Commander Ordren's office was cool and still. Eugene converted back to XOS-1, then opened up. Kinnit stepped out, and he re-formed into Eugene.

He flipped the light on.

"Wait, don't do that!" Kinnit cried quietly. "I have a flashlight!"

"Don't use a flashlight," he said. "If anybody sees the overhead light on, they'll assume Ordren forgot to turn it off. If they see a flashlight bobbing around, they'll know something's up."

"Oh." Kinnit looked at the small device in her hand, a little disappointed that she wouldn't be able to use it.

"I'll keep watch. Knock when you're ready to come out. Be quick."

She was already hunting around the office by the time he finished speaking. He withdrew.

It wouldn't do to hang around the office door, but there was a vending machine down the hall in visual range of the Commander's office. He walked down and stared at the options as though the choice between stale chips and tasteless crackers was an infinitely interesting intellectual exercise.

After a few minutes, a guard came around the corner. Eugene winced internally, but kept his eyes fixed on the snacks. The guard approached.

"Can I help you?" he asked.

"Nah, I'm just getting something to eat. Working late, you know."

"What office do you work in?"

"I'm with Hankins over in accounting. But the vending machine down there is out of the good stuff." He turned to the guard, hands on hips. "Can you believe, they haven't refilled that thing in three weeks?"

"All right, I understand. Have a good evening, sir."

"Sure, sure," Eugene said, turning back to the snacks. He watched out of the corner of his eye as the guard walked back down the dimly lit hallway. The guard paused, looking at the slice of light coming from under Commander Ordren's door. He walked closer, and put his hand on the handle.

"Hey," Eugene called. "Should you be messing around in people's offices?"

"Somebody left the light on," the guard explained. "I'll just check the office real quick." He pushed the handle down.

"Do I need to report this or something?" Eugene said. "I'm pretty sure that's some kind of violation, going into people's private offices."

"I'm sorry, who did you say you were again?"

"I'm Eugene, from Accounting. On the third floor? Look, I'm not trying to start trouble or anything, I just thought--"

"You stay right there," the guard said, then he muttered into his comm.

"Oh, hey," Eugene said, "I don't want to make a thing out of it, I just thought--"

"Yeah, you just thought nothing. Let me see your ID, please."

"Ah, my ID? I left it in my office. I can go grab it, you can even--"

Four more guards jogged onto the scene. Eugene winced.

Why did they have to get all efficient and competent now?

"What's happening?" one of them asked.

"Suspicious character," the initial guard replied. "One of you escort him to his office to check his ID. I'll check the offices down here."

"Ah cram, you guys," Eugene said. "I just remembered something."

The guards all turned to him.

"I just remembered I need you all to go away for a few minutes."

Pseudopods shot out from Eugene's body, slapping into the men. They screamed and began thrashing. Eugene's creeping flesh oozed up their bodies, across their faces, over their mouths, sealing off their air supply. A couple of guards had the presence of mind to reach for their blasters, but more pseudopods easily plucked the weapons out of their hands.

"Everybody thinks they're tough until hypoxia sets in," Eugene muttered. He frowned at the guards writhing on the floor, connected to his body with fleshy bands.

So much for his Eugene persona. Too many people had seen it now. He'd have to discard it. He hated having to throw away a perfectly good persona. It took a world of work and refinement to nail down a really good cover. But there was no help for it, unless he wanted to kill the few CenCom guards who'd actually been doing their jobs.

As the guards' struggles weakened, Eugene walked over to Commander Ordren's office and tapped on the door.

"You need to hurry up in there, Starstrider."

The door was flung open.

"Done!" Kinnit chirped. "I found it! I got lots of pictures."

"You didn't touch it, did you?"

"I rolled it up and stuck it in my nose."

Eugene paused and frowned.

"I think you spent too much time undercover. It's made you very sarcastic."

"You only told me 45 times," she muttered. She stuck her tongue out at him. She stepped out of the office. Her step faltered as she took in the crowd of guards flopping weakly on the floor.

"Did you kill all of these men?" she asked breathlessly.

"No! I didn't kill anybody. They'll be fine once they get some air." He paused for a moment. "Also, just so you know, before an operation, I infuse some parts of myself with a soporific. They'll be drowsy for a bit. So don't freak out if they don't wake up right away."

Kinnit looked doubtfully at the fading movements of the guards.

"Okay... if you say so..."

"Let's get out of here."
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Grimthorn seethed and paced in the dim cave as the Great Storm continued to rage outside. He'd gotten in the habit of going out from time to time to rage back at it.

Hundreds of Kobold eyes followed him, filled with awe and concern as he paced.

Finally, he stopped and forced himself to sit down on the floor of the cave.

Admiral Stonefist had sent the rest of the detachment back days ago; they were needed to keep up with the pirates. Only the ISS Swordheart still waited for him in the Takkar system. He checked his scanner regularly. The planetary engineers on the Swordheart were keeping an eye on the massive storm system for him.

It had been eight days. Eight days. It infuriated him to sit idle for so long when he needed to find Kinnit. When pirates were attacking the Imperium. When the Bolt of Justice was running around free, working their plans.

Most people, after a few days of forced inactivity, would have accepted the unchangeable--maybe sat and meditated for a while, pondering their place in the universe.

Admiral Stonefist did none of that. His place was in the thick of things. That's where he needed to be right now. Doing, not waiting.

The Kobolds had been very gracious, sharing their food and sleeping arrangements. He partook some, to be polite, but the shuttle had been designed for just such an event. It had plenty of rations stored, and it was more comfortable to sleep in than the cave.

The one thing that calmed him during this whole ordeal was the singing. The Kobolds were a singing people. They sang to wake each other up, sang to put each other to sleep, sang when they ate, sang to tell stories. The cave was constantly filled with their hooting, cooing music, sometimes bold and heroic, stirring, sometimes soft and whispering and barely there. It was all very comforting, even if none of them sang as sweetly as Kinnit.

When they sang, he could close his eyes and think of Kinnit, her smooth, soothing voice filling his office or their nook. He could remember her, snuggled against him, humming or cooing, even if it were just some pop music. It calmed his spirit.

At least, it did until the next time he went outside to look at the storm.

He didn't often try to translate the songs. His scanner translator struggled to catch the nuance of many of the lyrics, and much of their singing was just nonsense words, chosen to sound nice rather than be coherent.

Some of the songs, however, were about the Kobolds' history and legends: the stories of their origins, the heroes of their history. Stories of Hammar of the Trees, who was born of a great tree in the forest and conned the gods into giving the Kobolds the power of speech. Stories of Brindletooth the Deceiver, who was constantly pulling pranks on Blacktail the Cat-Bear, the cunning and crafty predator who always sought to eat him. And of course, songs of Ulther, who brought meat and provision to the Kobolds.

Grimthorn enjoyed those songs and stories, but the ones he loved most were the newer ones. He smiled whenever he heard them, the nascent stories of Kinnit Longlegs who walked among the stars. Grimthorn recognized some of the stories of her adventures, distorted through the Kobolds' limited understanding of space travel and inflated to fit the saga style of their songs. How she was cast into the den of the World-Eater and snuck past him by building a road out of his cave. How she'd been captured by the Endless Swarm but fed them all and saved the Imperium from them. How she'd been stabbed through the heart by the Eyeless in order to save the mighty Grimthornstonefist. Songs of all her many battles and trials.

With the Kobolds' permission, he was careful to translate and store every one of those. He was inordinately pleased that her accomplishments were being recognized, even on her homeworld.

There had been another new name circling around the songs in the last few days that made him somewhat uncomfortable. "Grimthornstonefist the Stormfighter" kept cropping up. The new songs spoke of some of his well-known exploits around Arcturus and his homeworld of Dorvalla. They spoke of him battling the Great Storm, going out to war with the spirit of the planetary hurricane.

He tried to ignore those songs as best he could.

Admiral Stonefist's scanner beeped. He pulled it up.

"Report."

"Sir, we've got some news on the storm."

Grimthorn jumped to his feet.

"Analysts have found that the storm has an eye, sir, an area of relative calm right in the center of the hurricane. It will be passing close to your location in a couple of hours. It should be calm enough for you to fly through, so you can get off-planet."

"How close?"

"Seven miles south of your current location."

Grimthorn pinched his lips and walked to the cave entrance. The fury of the storm continued unabated. Most of the springy trees were bent nearly flat against the ground, whipping viciously in the relentless wind. Many had been snapped off. The howling of the wind pressed against his ears, which were numb to the sound now after having been battered by it for eight straight days.

Flying only half a mile in this had been almost more than he could manage.

"How long for the rest of the storm to pass?" he asked.

"It looks like another seven to ten days, sir. Depending."

Grimthorn stared at the whipping trees.

"Understood. Thank you for the update. I'll contact you within the hour to let you know what I'm going to do."

Another week.

Grimthorn Stonefist stared into the teeth of the storm and pondered his next move.


SEVENTY-TWO
ESCAPING TAKKAR


The wind slashed across the hull of the shuttle as Admiral Stonefist secured everything inside. The brutal, shifting storm howled over the little vessel that squatted on the ground.

Grimthorn knew this was a bad idea, but staying stuck on Takkar for another week was worse.

What's more, the Infographers on the Swordheart had tracked Kinnit's shuttle to the Ceon system. That could only mean she'd headed for the deadly pit of Techterra.

Grimthorn forced himself not to think about it as he began powering the shuttle up.

The shuttle dutifully came online and ran its pre-flight checks. Grimthorn frowned and double-checked everything. He especially double-checked the harness securing him to his seat.

It was going to be a bumpy ride.

He eased the yoke back and the shuttle easily broke its grip with the ground. The wailing winds immediately snatched the vessel and flung it toward a nearby copse of trees. Admiral Stonefist boosted the power and pulled the shuttle higher, trying to get some altitude.

He cleared the trees and turned the shuttle head-on into the wind. The engines flared, but their thrust merely held the shuttle in place against the buffeting storm.

He knew that if he tried to fly directly toward the eye, the storm would blow him halfway to the equator before he got there. The tactic he'd worked out with the pilots and scientists on the Swordheart was straightforward enough. He would boost directly into the headwind, to try and keep the shuttle stable. Then he'd ease the rudder over gently, drifting toward the eye of the storm.

Unfortunately, the headwind was not at all stable. The wind was coming from the east, but only on average. It didn't blow smoothly at him from just one direction. It shifted from moment to moment, buffeting him from one side, then lashing out from another. Grimthorn wrestled the controls to hold his course.

He spent most of the shuttle's thrust fighting the wind, and most of his concentration holding it stable.

The little shuttle rose higher, angling slightly toward the storm's eye to the south. Grimthorn played a delicate balance with his altitude. The higher he went, the more violent the wind became, but he didn't want to get too low. The turbulent storm could unexpectedly drop him fifty or a hundred feet through the air before the engines could catch up and add some boost. Slamming into the ground would bring a quick end to his trip.

Grimthorn's teeth clenched. His whole body was tense as he pushed the shuttle further south. The portal across the front of the shuttle was useless. The only thing visible was a rushing wall of water dashing against the screen.

When he could spare the attention, he'd cast an eye at the waypoint graph on his console. He had to make sure he was still on course, estimating the remaining distance.

Five miles. Three miles. Two miles. Half a mile.

Foot by foot, inch by inch, Grimthorn drove the shuttle toward the eye of the storm. The engine howled, fighting the slashing winds. His console beeped as he came within a few hundred yards of the eye.

And now came the hard part.

The analysts on the Swordheart had explained to him that the eye of the storm was an area of calmness in the center of the hurricane. If he could get there, he could easily make it off-planet. Surrounding the eye, though, was a stormwall, a thin ring of extremely high winds and unpredictable turbulence.

Grimthorn throttled up and gained more altitude, fighting the increased wind. He'd need the buffer from the ground. He took a deep breath. After a slight pause, he angled the shuttle over. He gave the engines extra power, and flew into the stormwall.

It was clear when he touched the stormwall. It only took a moment for the ripping wind to slap the shuttle away, causing it to flip end over end back out into the regular storm.

Grimthorn swore through gritted teeth as he struggled to regain control. The readouts on his console beeped and flashed. The console threw every warning it could as the shuttle tumbled through the storm. Bit by bit, Grimthorn stabilized his flight. The shuttle stopped tumbling and righted itself, regaining its uneasy stability in the teeth of the storm.

Grimthorn made a mental note to personally thank whoever had designed the pilot's seat harness for these shuttles. It kept him solidly in place as the shuttle slewed in every direction.

Easing into the stormwall was clearly not going to work. Maybe raw power would do the trick.

Grimthorn forced the shuttle further west, pushing into the direction of the wind. Once he had a little range, he spun the shuttle around and throttled up, using the wind at his back to give him more speed as he blasted forward.

The shuttle simply bounced off the stormwall, tumbling again. Grimthorn swore mightily, wrestling the vessel back under control.

This wasn't working. He'd tear the shuttle apart if he kept slamming it into the ripping wind. He frowned. He had to break through, but the shuttle simply didn't have enough power to make it into the column of wind that was the stormwall.

He paused. What would Kinnit do?

She'd work with the storm, instead of against it.

He turned the shuttle so that the wind was coming from behind. The propulsion from the hurricane gave the shuttle a powerful, albeit unstable, boost to its speed.

Instead of flying directly toward the eye, he flew with the flow of the wind, circling the eye, picking up speed. Grimthorn hugged the stormwall, flying with the wind. Though he was moving faster, there wasn't quite as much turbulence.

With pinched lips, he angled back into the stormwall again. Now that he was moving with the wind, he wasn't immediately slapped out of the heart of the storm.

That didn't mean it was a smooth ride. His vessel was yanked back and forth, with sudden drops and altitude shifts every second. The gale winds threatened to tear the shuttle to pieces. Clinging grimly to the controls, he pushed further, inward, inward...

He popped through. The shuttle spun and tumbled as it came out in the eye of the storm.

Grimthorn leveled his flight out and gazed in wonder. Scattered rain still dropped here, but there was nearly no wind. The shuttle floated, still and serene, in the giant, bowl-like eye. Thick, angry clouds circled a sea of calm that was easily fifty miles across. The sun shone down through the sprinkling rain.

Unreal. It was as though he'd entered a different world. The fury of the storm was only a couple hundred yards away, but here the air was calm, the sun was bright, and the rain was sparse.

The emerald forest gleamed below, soaked by the passing of the storm. Many uprooted and broken trees were visible in the verdant carpet. Some bare patches of rock were visible where the storm had been particularly violent.

And the Kobolds dealt with this every year? Grimthorn suddenly felt that he understood Kinnit a little better.

He turned the shuttle's nose away from the planet and aimed for the relative peace and calm of hard vacuum.
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Kinnit and Dass sat at the kitchen table in the safehouse, going through the pictures she'd gotten in Ordren's office.

"Okay, so I got some general layout photos, like you said," she chirped, flipping through the pictures. "But look, here are the pictures of the device I found."

Pictures of a long, narrow device taped to the underside of a desk shone from her scanner. It looked like a wire with a small bundle at one end.

Dass's face stiffened, and a troubled look crept across his brow.

"I recognize that handiwork," he said hoarsely. He stared at the image, a dark shadow creeping across his face. "I thought he was dead."

"What? Who was?"

"Nothing." Dass cleared his throat. "Nothing for you to worry about. Just some old business. Keep going."

Kinnit nodded slowly and got back into her spiel.

"The wire is in a good spot," she said. "Right under the edge of the desk. Far enough back to avoid being seen, close enough to pick up audio from anybody in his office, and, of course, plenty close enough to pick up anything Ordren says."

She eagerly flipped through the dozens of photos she'd snapped. This little device had gotten more photo exposure than some runway models.

"Is it enough, do you think?" Kinnit asked. "Could we open an investigation? Could I... get back into the Navy with this, do you think?"

Dass drew in a long breath, his face still worried.

"Well, that question's a little above my pay grade. Clearly Commander Ordren's office was the source of the leak, or at least, that's a reasonable narrative. Problem is, Ordren's a political creature. As long as he thinks it serves his purposes to keep you out of the Navy, he'll keep you out."

Dass leaned back, thinking. Kinnit's face crumbled.

"That's not fair!" she cried. "This proves that I wasn't the leak! How could he still keep me out?"

Dass raised an eyebrow.

"Fairness doesn't enter into it. The question is one of exposure. If we simply confront him, he can deny it, clear his office of the wire, and bury the story. We could go to the media, but he's pretty cozy with those guys as well. We need something public, dramatic. Exposure by someone people trust."

"What about Grimthorn? What if he exposed Ordren?"

Dass grimaced.

"That's... not a good idea." He gave Kinnit a meaningful look. "Grimthorn clearly has a horse in this race, and I don't think either of you would be well-served by a lot of public scrutiny on your relationship."

Kinnit colored.

"Oh. Right."

"But that's a good instinct. This is probably a question to bring to Grimthorn. He has more resources he can bring to bear on the problem. In any case, I think our missions here are accomplished."

Kinnit started.

"Oh? Oh, yes, I--I guess you're right." She paused, thinking. "It seems so sudden, somehow."

Dass shrugged.

"We've done what we set out to do. You've found evidence that you weren't the cause of the leak, and we broke the back of the Electroveil Collective. With them out of the way, this conspiracy will have trouble continuing to foment distrust between the SS and citizens. Well done."

Kinnit colored and lowered her eyes.

"I just want to get back to Grimthorn," she said quietly.

Dass gave her an avuncular smile.

"Of course. Let's get you back to Takkar. Then you can contact Grimthorn and you can figure out what to do from there."

His expression darkened.

"Then I've got some business of my own to attend to."
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Krassik lay back on the top bunk of his small cell. His long frame filled the tiny bunk, with his tail and feet hanging off the end. He stared wistfully at the ceiling, idly scratching at his neck.

"Did I tell you about the time she punched that Terran right in the throat?"

"Yeah. Four times now," his cellmate grunted.

His cellmate was a heavy, bull-like Taurian, thickly muscled. He overflowed the bottom bunk, hanging off of nearly every side. His face had a naturally angry shape, and he didn't look as though he were trying to mitigate it at all right now.

Krassik continued, undeterred.

"Just walked right up to him, said 'You need to respect Krassik,' and pow, put him on the ground in one shot."

The Taurian heaved a heavy, grunting sigh.

"Yeah. You said."

"Ah, but the Navy got her." Krassik's eyes gleamed. "They had to get a tank to take her down. Defiant to the last, she was. Wild. Untameable. A real rolling spitfire."

"Maybe you should go scream at a Navy tank," the Taurian grumped. "Then I can get some sleep."

Krassik continued to stare at the ceiling, his eyes gleaming.

"She was a wild little hatchling," he said, his voice quiet. "Heck of a woman. I'll never meet anyone like her again." He scrubbed an arm across his eyes. "I wish things could have been different."


SEVENTY-THREE
OPERATION WRAP UP


The aged box truck rattled and squeaked as it rolled down the road. The landscape of Ceon 12 rolled by. Here it was dry and rocky. Scattered sprigs of hardy green clung grimly to life in the low-water environment.

Kinnit sighed, her face resting on one fist as she slumped in the passenger seat, bored. Techterra had long since vanished behind them, and the desert unrolled in front of them, a vast landscape of sameness. She glanced over at Dass, who was driving, hunched over the wheel, his focus on the poorly-maintained road ahead.

She sighed again. She hated this crawling, tedious travel across the surface of the planet. She wanted to be among the stars, pushing the boundaries of light speed, whipping past planets, not stuck on the surface of one.

She idly picked at one claw. She and Dass had worked out the rest of their plan. They were heading back to Duskwind, where she'd parked Digger. They would rent space on a commercial transport to get her back to Takkar with her shuttle. Dass had recommended against contacting anyone in the Navy again. He seemed strangely reluctant to use any Navy resources at the moment.

Once she was safely back on Takkar, Dass would contact Grimthorn and send him the photos of the wire in Ordren's office. Grimthorn could figure out how to handle it from there. Kinnit didn't want to be stuck on Takkar while Grimthorn handled everything else, but she'd done her part in getting the evidence for him.

Once all the dust had settled and she was clear to return to duty, Grimthorn could come pick her up from Takkar. Assuming everything went according to plan.

Kinnit didn't like it. It felt dishonest. She wanted to call Grimthorn right away and tell him everything, but Dass was adamant that they should keep things under wraps for now. Keep Grimthorn in the dark about everything that had been going on.

Well, Dass was the professional spy. She was sure he knew best. But she still didn't like it. She'd tell Grimthorn everything at some point, she didn't understand why it couldn't be now.

She wanted to talk to him right now.

A furrow creased her brow as she picked at her claw. Something was off, but she couldn't quite put her finger on it. She pulled on the tip of her finger.

To her shock, it stretched out.

She sat bolt upright. She pulled on the length of her finger, and the whole thing stretched out nearly an inch longer than usual, thinning slightly. Her eyes, locked in horror, stared at her distorted digit. With growing terror, she squeezed one hand with another. Her hand flexed and bulged in a way that hands typically didn't, as though her bone rigidity had become an optional extra feature.

"Dass?!" She turned to him, holding up her warped hand. He glanced over at her.

"Huh. Oh, yeah. How about that?"

"'How about that?!'" she screeched. "What's happening to me?"

Dass rubbed the back of his head, keeping his eyes on the road.

"Ah, I probably should have mentioned. Probably should have. Yeah."

"Mentioned what? What should you have mentioned?"

"Ah, some species, if they're in contact with a Mucilagean for a long time, they'll pick up a little extra body plasticity."

"Excuse me?!"

"Yeah. It's probably temporary, though. I wouldn't worry about it."

"'Probably' temporary? And you just... forgot to mention this?"

He shrugged uncomfortably.

"I mean, you were having so much fun. And we had to get the mission done."

She threw herself back in her seat. She bent her finger side to side, watching the unnatural flexing, her expression warring between fury and worry.

"Probably temporary," she muttered. "I'm starting to understand why Grimthorn feels the way he does about you."
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They pulled into Duskwind three hours later. The town was tired, dusty, and small, a shocking change from the gleaming, gritty city of Techterra. It was hard to believe they both occupied the same planet.

Dass pulled into the spaceport and began arguing with the attendant there about fees. Kinnit seethed at the delay. She wanted to get off of Ceon 12, and back to Takkar so that she could get Grimthorn back.

She'd give anything to see him right now.

"Just pay the man," she hissed. "I'll cover the difference if a few credits is such a big deal."

"It's part of my cover," he muttered back. "If I don't haggle with this guy, it'll look suspicious."

She sat back and fumed. She had very little sympathy for Dass and his cover right now.

After everything had been settled to everyone's dissatisfaction, Dass finally pulled in and parked. They got out and walked into the spaceport.

The familiar dusty, smelly air assaulted them as they entered. The same scuffed floors, worn counters, bored passengers and tired attendants were scattered through the small spaceport.

So much had happened to her, and she'd changed so much, but the spaceport here felt like a time bubble, as though she'd only walked out to catch a bus to Techterra five minutes ago.

They walked over to the commercial transport counter. She and Dass paused to discuss their approach before they approached the attendant.

"Okay, don't let them upsell you on the trip insurance," Dass said. "That's a scam, they'll never pay out if anything happens. Plus, your shuttle is military, so you'll have coverage through the Navy anyway."

"I don't care," she growled. "I just want to get this process moving."

"Yeah, almost as much as I do," he said. "Don't take this the wrong way, but I need to get you off my planet and out of my hair. The sooner the better. Once you let me know you're back on Takkar I'll contact Grimthorn and get the process started."

"Why can't you contact him now?"

"I... that's delicate. I want to think through how to communicate our findings. I wouldn't want him to get the wrong idea about things."

Kinnit pouted.

"You're just trying to figure out how to keep him from getting mad at you."

"You say that like it's unreasonable." Dass grinned uncomfortably. "Admiral Stonefist can be kind of... you know, difficult about things sometimes. Having half a galaxy between us when I talk to him is not a terrible idea."

Kinnit frowned at him.

"Look," Dass said. "I promise I'll get in touch with Grimthorn just as soon as you're back on Takkar, all right?"

"No need," came a voice from behind them. "I'm right here."

Kinnit and Dass spun around.

"Grimthorn!" Kinnit cried. Her first instinct was to fling herself into his arms, but it would not do to have that reaction in public. She rushed to his side and stood as close to him as she dared, with the eyes of the whole spaceport on them. She lowered her head and blushed.

Dass looked trapped for a moment, but quickly put on his best, most charming grin.

"Grimthorn, my man! How good it is to see you!" he said, with as much sincerity as he could muster.

Admiral Stonefist stood in the middle of the spaceport, tall and stern, with his arms crossed and a scowl on his face. His scowl softened slightly when he looked at Kinnit, but re-scowled as he brought his eyes back to the Duroclade.

"Dass," he said. "Why am I not surprised to find you in the middle of all this?"

"Ahaha! The middle of what? There is nothing, absolutely nothing going on here!" he said with a fixed grin.

Grimthorn raised one eyebrow.

"Really?" he asked. "My lo--my Assistant disappears from Takkar, goes silent, and somehow shows up on Techterra. With you. And 'nothing' is going on?"

Dass looked like he desperately wished to be anywhere else.

"You know, this is probably not the place to discuss--"

"Oh, Grimthorn," Kinnit said, "don't be too mad at him. He only shot me with a tank the one time."

Dass stood there with his mouth open. He could almost swear Kinnit was wearing a little smirk.

Coldness radiated from Grimthorn. He glowered at Dass.

"I definitely want to hear all about what you've been up to," he said with a strangled fury. He turned to Kinnit. "And you as well. We have a lot to discuss." She wilted a little under his disapproving gaze. "But you're right that this is not the place." The denizens of the spaceport were watching the drama unfold with increasing interest. "The Swordheart is in orbit. We will sort everything out there."

Dass's saucy smile froze on his face.

"Ah... but I hate space," he said.
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They sat at a round table in a small conference room on board the Swordheart. Kinnit and Dass took turns explaining their activities over the last few weeks. Dass, attempting to put the best possible spin on events, explained things in a roundabout, imprecise way that Grimthorn found exceptionally annoying.

Kinnit was much more straightforward, laying out events as they'd happened, clarifying Dass's inaccuracies, and filling in gaps in his story.

Grimthorn sat with a stony expression, taking it all in.

At last they finished. Everyone sat in uncomfortable silence for a minute.

"So, I want to make sure I understand," Admiral Stonefist said. He pointed at Kinnit. "Without leave or authorization, you left a CenCom-mandated suspension, traveled to Techterra, broke into CenCom, and infiltrated a high officer's office?"

Kinnit drooped, lowered her eyes, and nodded.

Grimthorn turned his finger to Dass. "And you, instead of either reporting her or sending her back to Takkar, you set her to work as an undercover agent, also with no authorization, and embedded her with a dangerous, violent street gang? Is this what happened?"

"Ah, well, you put it like that," Dass said, "and I can see how it sounds bad. But she was so good at it! Like, I hadn't even started the operation yet and she had already made inroads into the Collective, and then--"

"Dass, please shut up," Kinnit said, burying her face in her hands. "This is not helping."

"Aside from the danger, did neither of you realize that both of you could be court-martialed for this? If anybody else had found out about this little stunt, both of you would be in a prison cell right now."

"I... I just wanted to help with the investigation," Kinnit said. "I was sure that Ordren's office was the source of the leak, and I was right! I just didn't want to distract you or upset you. It was already hard on you, and with everything else going on, you needed plausible deniability--"

"Right or wrong is not germane." Grimthorn's face took on a pained expression. "I'm deeply troubled that you didn't trust me enough to talk this through with me."

Fat tears filled Kinnit's eyes, and she looked at the floor.

"I'm sorry," she whispered.

"And you," he said, turning back to Dass. "You of all people should know better. How long have you been in Naval Intelligence? You know the rules about recruiting civilians. These safeguards are in place for a reason."

"Well, I figured that since technically she was still Navy, just on suspension--"

"Do you want to try that argument with a military judge?"

"Ah... no. Not really."

Grimthorn stood.

"What are you going to do?" Kinnit asked quietly, tears still spilling down her face.

Grimthorn frowned deeply. Then he sighed.

"I'm not going to have you arrested, if that's what you're asking," he said finally. "The Imperium needs you both too much. I need you both too much. You also succeeded at both missions, which I'm grateful for. With the EVC de-fanged, anti-SS sentiment should begin to die down, and with the evidence from Commander Ordren's office, we should be able to clear you for return to duty." He took a deep breath through his nose. "Both of those accomplishments... mean a great deal to me. But Kinnit, when I was trying to find you, and I didn't know where in the universe you had gone..." Grimthorn closed his eyes and turned away from them. He did not continue for a while.

When he resumed speaking, his voice was low.

"Beyond that, I don't know what I'm going to do about all of this." He paused, his hands clasped behind his back, thinking. "I have an idea what to do with the photos. We'll get that sorted out. Beyond that, I don't know." He pursed his lips. "Kinnit, go on to the office. I need to talk out a few more things with Dass."

She nodded and scrubbed her eyes. She gathered herself up and walked toward the door.

"I'm sorry, Grimthorn," she said, laying a hand on his arm. He stayed still for a long moment, but finally nodded shortly. She nodded back and left.

"Would it make you feel better to hit me?" Dass said. "I can take it, if it would help--"

"Dass, you're not stupid," Grimthorn said quietly, still facing away from him. "You know what she is to me?"

Dass's jovial tone evaporated. His face grew somber.

"I know."

"You operate under a different set of rules," Grimthorn said. "I've always known that. That's why I look the other way so often when you get careless about what's legal and what's not." He turned to face the Duroclade. "You put Kinnit in danger."

Dass could not meet Grimthorn's gaze.

"I'm sorry, Grimthorn."

"Just like with Kinnit, I'm very disappointed that you left me in the dark about all this."

Dass winced. The quiet reprimand was worse than yelling, somehow. It made it feel less like his usual mischief and more like the betrayal of a friend.

"How can I fix this, Grimthorn?"

"There are some things you can't fix, Dass. Kinnit's back safe, and I thank you for that." He took a deep breath. "Go back to Techterra. Do whatever it is you do there to protect the Imperium. But don't ever involve us again."

Dass nodded glumly. Grimthorn turned and left the conference room.
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Kinnit sat at her desk in the silent office. Tears of overwhelm filled her eyes. She didn't realize how much she'd missed the office until she was back in it.

Most things were the same. Her desk was precisely as she'd left it. Grimthorn's desk was messier, with piles of slips and old food containers encroaching again. Sol's desk had more on it now: orderly stacks of slips, arranged just so. There were three coffee cups on the counter of the kitchenette; Sol must have gotten a taste for coffee.

Kinnit loved her home and loved her people, but she didn't want to go back to Takkar. The old, familiar office was home to her now. She wanted to stay here with Grimthorn.

She sighed.

The door gave a muted beep as it paneled open. Grimthorn walked in. Kinnit leapt to her feet. He walked over to her, looking at her with an unreadable expression.

"Grimthorn, I..." She faltered, unsure of what to say.

"I missed you so much," he said, and swept her up into his arms, hugging her tightly.

She barked laughter, weeping freely, clinging to him and showering him with kisses.

"I missed you, too," she laughed in between kisses and tears.

They melted in each other's arms, sharing their love. After the frantic initial reunion, their kisses became deeper, more passionate.

"I'll never let you go again," Grimthorn said, looking deeply into her eyes.

"What about my suspension?"

"You break the rules in your way, I'll break them in mine."

She smiled at his nonsense answer and turned her face up to him, silently begging for another kiss. Grimthorn descended on her lips, only too happy to comply.

They were sharing a couple's moment when the door gave another muted beep as it was paneled open.

They broke apart in shock, only to see the wide eyes and disbelieving expression of Lieutenant Baric Sol in the doorway.


SEVENTY-FOUR
A LITTLE BIT OF HISTORY


Lieutenant Sol paced and fumed in his quarters, his mind in turmoil. He kept seeing the tableau of Admiral Stonefist and Assistant Kinnit, locked in an embrace, sharing a passionate kiss.

He shuddered, trying to cast the image from his mind with little success.

It was wrong.

The rules of the Imperium were simple, immutable. The rules were there for a reason. Lieutenant Sol believed that with all his heart.

Relationships between citizens and Subject Species were against the law. Yet Admiral Stonefist and Kinnit were very clearly in a relationship. Of some kind.

It hurt his heart to think of Admiral Stonefist, his idol, the hero of the Imperium, flaunting the very rules of what he'd sworn to protect.

Why? Why did it have to be him, of all people? Why would he succumb to a forbidden tryst?

And Kinnit herself, whatever she said of her high ideals, daring to draw the Admiral into such a relationship.

Sol frowned in thought.

That was it. It was Kinnit. She'd drawn the Admiral in, seduced him into this illicit entanglement. No doubt she'd carefully positioned herself to take full advantage of the Admiral's weakness, establish herself in a high position. She was one of those greedy, grabbing SS, manipulative and calculating, out to get what they could from the Imperium.

He groaned and shook his head.

That explanation didn't even make any sense. He'd seen her service record. He'd worked with her. She'd helped him, comforted him on Erebus Base. He knew better. She was brave, and smart, and caring. She was a good person.

The image of the two of them in a deep, enthusiastic kiss surfaced again and his mind disintegrated into turmoil.

Sol sat heavily on the edge of his bunk and scrubbed his hands through his curly hair.

So why? Why did she have to be so good at everything, when, in spite of all his effort, Sol was just mediocre? Wasn't it enough that she was everything Sol wished he could be? Why did she have to break the law, too?

A gentle beep sounded from his door. His head came up. Reluctantly, he got up and opened the door.

Admiral Stonefist stood in the door, his stern face looking down at Sol. The presence of the Admiral caused more upheaval in Sol's tumultuous thoughts.

"Lieutenant," he said. "We should talk. Do you mind if I come in?"

Lieutenant Sol's mouth twisted.

"Do what you want. You will anyway, apparently."

Admiral Stonefist stepped in and closed the door behind him. Sol resumed pacing.

"Who are you?" Sol wailed, never slowing. Grimthorn stood at parade rest and watched the young Lieutenant stomp back and forth. "Why would you--argh!" Sol pulled at his hair. He stopped and leveled a finger at Admiral Stonefist. "I should report you!"

Grimthorn nodded slowly.

"By the law, you should."

They sat in awkward silence for a minute.

"Well?" Sol burst out.

"Well what?"

"Are you going to tell me not to?" Sol wailed.

"That's not my place to say," Grimthorn answered. "As the offender, naturally I wish that you would not."

"What am I supposed to do? Just pretend I didn't see what happened?"

Grimthorn sighed.

"I'm not the right person to give you advice on this," he said. "Again, anything that I tell you, you have to understand that it could be--is likely to be--self-serving. But I'd ask you to remember our earlier conversation. Why does the Imperium have this designation? What makes a Subject Species subject?"

Lieutenant Sol's mouth twisted.

"Usefulness," he said. "Subject Species aren't useful to the Imperium. Yet."

"Yes. So ask yourself why, then, if that's the fundamental difference, why the Imperium would not want an SS and a citizen to have a relationship."

"You mean, besides that it's wrong?"

"Think through it. What's the reasoning?"

Sol's brow wrinkled in thought.

"I... I don't know. It just seems wrong."

Grimthorn nodded.

"I understand your feelings on the matter, but I'll still ask you to consider the reasons. As a clue, I'll say that the Imperium already has a lot of difficulty keeping up with SS and their offspring. Lots of bookkeeping."

Sol's eyes widened.

"Because what if an SS and a citizen had kids?" he asked. "Is that what the problem is?"

Grimthorn shrugged.

"There are a few other considerations. But that's a primary one, yes."

"Wait, can SS and citizens have children?" Sol's face was stuck on a grimace as he struggled through the legal and social implications while trying to tamp down his feelings of revulsion at the thought.

"Sometimes. Most sentient species are compatible enough."

Sol wrinkled his nose.

"But if they had kids, would the children be citizens or SS? Would they--" He stopped and looked at Grimthorn. Grimthorn merely nodded for him to go on. "Yeah, what would they be? They should be citizens because they came from a citizen, but if they're still not useful to the Imperium, could they really be citizens? You could have a process to figure it out I guess..."

Sol set his fists on his hips as he stared at the floor, working things out. Grimthorn stayed silent, letting him cogitate.

"Could you have 'half-citizens?'" Sol said, half to himself. "What would that look like? But then what if they had kids," he continued. "That would get hard to figure out and keep track of--"

Sol's eyes widened as a thought occurred to him.

"Wait, is that what it's all about? Paperwork? The whole law is there just to make the paperwork easier?"

Grimthorn smiled a little.

"I haven't heard it put that way before, but you're more or less right."

"It's all to do with paperwork?" Sol asked, still not quite believing.

"You'd be surprised how much of life is."

Sol stared off into space, his brain churning, his face locked in an expression of disbelief. Grimthorn let out a little sigh of relief. At least now Sol was thinking again.

"So what will you do now, Lieutenant?"

Sol chewed his lip.

"I... don't know."

"Well, then. I'll leave you alone to think about it."

Grimthorn laid a fatherly hand on Sol's shoulder.

"The only thing I'll ask, selfishly for myself and Kinnit, is that you let me know one way or the other before you do anything."

"Huh? Oh... sure."

Grimthorn quietly withdrew, and paneled the door closed on Lieutenant Sol and his tumultuous thoughts.
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Grimthorn stood in the hallway outside Lieutenant Sol's quarters, breathing heavily through his nose. His hands flexed into fists.

Too close. That had been too close.

It was fortunate that Lieutenant Sol was a contemplative rationalist. Grimthorn didn't think Lieutenant Sol would report him. He hoped he wouldn't. But Grimthorn and Kinnit couldn't just keep things going like this. It was too risky.

They had to figure something out.
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Kinnit sighed with deep satisfaction. She was on the sofa in their nook, comfortably snuggled under Grimthorn's arm. She had a novel open on her scanner. Grimthorn's other hand held his prized physical copy of Origin of the Imperium.

They had a lot to catch up on. They'd been talking over a lot of things, but they were also taking a little time right now to enjoy each others' presence. Reading together in the evening was their special time.

She nestled deeper into his body.

"I love you," she murmured.

"I love you, too," he said, breaking his focus from his book. He smiled at her and laid his book aside.

"Oh! I didn't mean to make you stop reading!" she said.

"It's fine. I've had about as much of Origin as I can take for one evening."

She giggled a little.

"I've tried a few times to get through it," she said. "It is a hard read. I can't get more than a couple of chapters into it. It's so obscure and twisted and hard to follow."

Grimthorn frowned.

"It's an important academic work that was completed early in the history of the Imperium," he said. "Completed by unknown scholars who wanted to record what they knew of how the Imperium began."

"I think those unknown scholars could have used an editor."

Grimthorn chuckled.

"You're not wrong," Grimthorn admitted. "It's almost like it's written to prevent people from reading it. I try to read it because I know it's important. I feel like I catch extra bits and pieces of history every time I read it."

Kinnit rolled over and lay on her stomach on the sofa.

"So you've read the whole thing?"

"A few times, yes."

"So you know the history of the whole Imperium?"

Grimthorn wagged his hand back and forth.

"Kind of. Origin is comprehensive, but not very digestible."

She smiled at him.

"Tell me the story, then."

"Of the Imperium? Oh, there are better books for that. Many authors have taken Origin and condensed it to make it more accessible and readable--"

"No. I want to hear you tell it to me."

Grimthorn quirked an eyebrow, then smiled back at her.

"All right. I'm no Imperial Scholar, but I'll do my best." He thought for a long moment, then began.

"Many, many years ago, there was a planet called Old Terra. The Terrans at the time had a different name for it, of course, and it wasn't 'old' for them, yet. But they lived there and built a great society."

"I want to see Old Terra someday. I hear it's beautiful."

"It is. But it's also carefully preserved. Not many people are allowed to go downplanet any more. Mostly just scientists. But maybe we can do a flyby one of these days."

Kinnit smiled contentedly and snuggled back into Grimthorn's arms.

"I'd like that."

"The Old Terrans were wise and powerful, but technologically limited. At one time they'd been a technologically advanced society, but there was a terrible catastrophe, and they were thrown back to a pre-space level of technology. They were trapped on Old Terra."

"What happened to them? What was the catastrophe?"

"Nobody really knows. It was severe enough that the Old Terrans themselves weren't able to record it for posterity. They were too busy trying to survive and rebuild their society. Over thousands of years, they just... forgot, I suppose. In any case, they'd stabilized as a species. They'd begun exploring space again, but they were very limited. They could barely even get out of their own system."

"It sounds lonely."

"It was. What's more, as far as they knew, there wasn't much of anything to leave their system for. From what they could tell at the time, they were the only sentient species in existence. Many of them thought they were all alone in the universe."

Kinnit looked stricken. "That's so sad."

"At any rate, they were exploring their system. They'd started doing research on another planet of their system, their War planet."

"Why did they call it that? Did they fight over it?"

Grimthorn shrugged.

"We don't know. It never had a military base, as far as we've been able to tell. But the Old Terrans had strange names for things. They had the War planet, the Communication planet, the Sea planet (which does not have a sea on it), the Devil planet, the... well, some other planets." Grimthorn cleared his throat. "They even named their own planet the Dirt planet. It makes you wonder what kind of weird stuff they got up to on Old Terra."

Kinnit giggled. "You're joking."

"No, honestly."

"I'm going to look that up later, see if you're lying to me."

"Go right ahead." Grimthorn smiled. "Well, on one of their expeditions to the War planet, they ran across some ruins. This was very exciting for them, of course. It could help unravel the mystery of the great catastrophe that had befallen them. While they were searching, they uncovered a room that had been sealed for many thousands of years. Sealed from before the catastrophe."

"So of course they opened it," Kinnit said.

"Who wouldn't? Even though many members of the expedition didn't want to. They had a terrible foreboding about it. But curiosity overrode common sense. What do you think they found in there?"

Kinnit thought for a moment.

"Some new technology, maybe?"

"Kind of, indirectly. What they actually found was a round room with a low, round table. The table had thirteen seats. Twelve of the seats held tall, mysterious beings in dark robes. The expedition was shocked when the beings began speaking to them."

"Cryptographers!" Kinnit said.

"That's right." Grimthorn nodded. "That was the first recorded meeting between Terrans and Cryptographers. Obviously there had been earlier meetings, before the catastrophe. The twelve Cryptographers were sealed in an ancient Terran ruin, after all."

"What were they doing there?"

"Waiting, they say. Apparently, before the catastrophe, they just allowed themselves to be sealed in. And they sat there for thousands of years, waiting for the Old Terrans to show back up."

"That's... kind of creepy," Kinnit said, wrinkling her nose.

Grimthorn shrugged.

"That's Cryptographers for you. After they were released, they went to Old Terra. Some Old Terrans tried to fight them, but that didn't go well."

"I bet."

"Once things settled down, the Cryptographers gave the Old Terrans two gifts. Firstly, they showed the Old Terrans the one thing they'd been missing in their own system."

"Which was?"

"The first jumphole. It was a natural jumphole in the Old Terran system that led to a jumphole nexus. It had been there all along, but without the scanner technology to detect it, how would we have ever known? Once the Old Terrans discovered that, they began expanding out into the galaxy. We discovered other planets and species, figured out how to open new jumpholes, and began building what we know today as the jumphole network."

"What about the second gift?" Kinnit asked.

"They chose the Emperor for us."

"Ooh."

"He was selected from among the Old Terrans. He established the Imperium. The Cryptographers never said why they chose him, specifically. Many Old Terrans disagreed, some even warred over it. Those who stood against the Emperor were left on Old Terra to make their own way. They were never able to get back into space on their own. For all we know, they never even tried. Eventually they all died off."

"Who was the Emperor before he was the Emperor? I mean, what kind of man was he?"

"Nobody knows. The Cryptographers were very cagey about it all. They never said who he was, or why they chose him. We don't know what they did to him to make him live so long, either." Grimthorn shrugged. "Maybe he was going to live that long anyway, and that's why they chose him."

"Well, that doesn't help. I want to know more!"

"Feel free to ask the Cryptographers. They're the only ones with that information."

"Well... maybe I don't want to know that badly."

Grimthorn laughed and hugged her close.

"Anyway, everything after that is what species we found, how we brought them into the Imperium, and the first hundred years or so of Imperial expansion. Pretty dry administrative stuff, mostly."

Kinnit sighed in contentment, her eyelids getting heavy.

"Thank you, Grimthorn."

"Of course."

He watched her eyes drift closed, and her breathing even out. He held her as she slept. He turned to watch the stars shine on them through the long portal in their low nook, content with their quiet evening.


SEVENTY-FIVE
OLD BUSINESS


Koro Melemann walked down the street in the bright Techterra sunshine, a bag of groceries in his arms. He hummed a happy tune with a smile imprinted on his otter-like features. He nodded graciously to people he passed, and they smiled in return.

He turned down an alley. The bright sunlight dimmed between the tall buildings. The alley was broad and clean.

He turned a corner in the alley, an area tucked away from prying eyes. He carefully set his groceries on the ground against the wall. He surveyed the empty alley with his hands on his hips.

"Well?" he said. "You've been following me all day. Did you want to talk?"

Dass Gunstar stepped from the shadows in the corner.

"Koro. So you did survive."

Koro turned his head at an angle.

"Do I know you? My apologies, but you don't look familiar to me."

Dass began slowly circling the Lutrin.

"Oh, you know me," he said. "You knew a couple friends of mine as well. Cid Tallav and Ikke Kelbier. Do you recall them?"

Koro put on an expression of pleasant quizzicality, and clasped his hands behind his back, turning his body to continue facing Dass.

"I'm sorry, I don't. Should I?"

"Oh? You don't remember the two NavInt agents you murdered fifteen years ago?"

"Goodness, no. I'm simply a humble journalist. I wouldn't be involved in anything so violent."

Dass kept circling, circling.

"I ran across some of your handiwork lately. You always did love your little listening wires."

Koro kept his hands clasped behind his back, a confused smile on his face, radiating honesty.

"I'm sorry, but I really don't know who you are," Koro said. "Maybe just a little hint?"

Dass grinned, not in a nice way. His face bulged, distorted, and began to melt. The flesh of his limbs flowed, stretching, thinning. He grew taller, his shape reforming.

Within moments, instead of a stodgy Duroclade, a tall, broad Terran man with short, golden hair stood in the alley. He was proportioned as though he'd been designed by a young man who'd spent too much time reading comic books.

"Ringing any bells now?" he asked in a booming bass voice.

Koro's pleasant demeanor had frozen on his face.

"Ah," he said. "Vorta Kast. You did always know how to hold a grudge."

"You killed my friends and blew my cover," he growled, his eyes locked on the Lutrin's. "Did you think I wouldn't?"

"I underestimated you last time," Koro said. "I should have killed you first."

"Yeah, you should've."

"Maybe only you. I could have turned Ikke. With enough money, maybe Cid, too."

"You shut up!" Vorta roared. "They were good men!"

A pseudopod lashed out, slapping against the little Lutrin. Vorta's flesh began to creep across his body. Koro's left hand came out from behind his back and he stuffed something into his mouth. He worked his jaw a few times, settling something in place. Then he began tearing at Vorta's flesh with his claws, trying to pull it off him, but the relentless, blobby mass kept advancing.

"They were scum, Vorta," Koro said as the flesh crept relentlessly toward his face. "Scum for the Imperium. Like me. Like you."

"They were not like you," he snarled. "And now that I've found you, I can put their souls to rest."

Koro shook his head. He reached under his coat.

"So you want to kill me, not arrest me." His smile turned genuine. "That makes things easier."

Koro's little arm popped back out, holding a flareblade. The tungsten shaft stuck out ten inches from his fist, its leading edge an angry red glow, humming and spitting sparks. "I figured you'd be back someday. That's why I stayed prepared."

He swiped the burning blade across Vorta's flesh. A loud hiss filled the alley along with a huge cloud of green, reeking steam. Vorta bellowed as his pseudopod was severed. The scream ended in a burble as he shifted back into Dass's Duroclade form.

Koro's glowing blade shone through the mist. Everything else was obscured. The red glow darted forward, sinking into Dass's body. Red fire boiled deep within him. Dass's body swelled as his fluid turned into steam. He thrashed, but Koro swayed and jumped with Dass's movements, keeping the pressure on, keeping the knife buried.

"When you have fifteen years to prepare, you think things through," Koro hissed as he put all his weight behind the blade. "You ask yourself the important questions. Questions like 'how do you kill a slime-man?'"

Dass growled and yanked himself away, his form beginning to collapse. A farting gush of steam escaped his body as he ripped himself free from the flareblade. He fell against the wall. His body throbbed, the Mucilagean equivalent of gasping for air. His Duroclade form drooped, sagged, and struggled to hold together. Runnels and drips of flesh poured off his surface, splashing onto the pavement below.

Koro smiled his friendly, trustworthy smile and advanced, still holding the spitting blade in his small, charming paw.

"I sincerely appreciate you coming to me," he said in his friendly voice. He stood over Dass and raised the blade. "It always bothers me so to leave work unfinished."

A smaller pseudopod shot from Dass's body, splatting directly across Koro's face, sealing his nose and mouth. Dass quivered, straining to hold the pseudopod in place.

Koro shrugged and shook his head. Dass could feel him smiling. With deliberate slowness, Koro lifted the blade and ran it longways down the stretchy pseudopod, all the way from his face to Dass's body. The pseudopod hissed and fell away, revealing Koro's smile.

"Mouth rebreather," he said, pointing at the shiny device in the back of his mouth, fitted over his molars. "This lets me breathe even if my mouth is sealed off. It's only good for a couple of minutes, but that's plenty of time for what I need to do."

He stabbed the blade down into Dass again, then drew it along his body, opening a huge gash. Hissing green steam gushed into his face. The gash began sealing up immediately, but Koro fished something small out of his pocket and tossed it into the gash before it closed completely.

"A little snack for you," Koro said.

Dass whimpered and pulsated.

"Same old Vorta, same old tactics," Koro said. "You depend so much on the shock of sealing off your victim's air supply that you don't know what to do when that doesn't work. I told you, didn't I? It's been fifteen years since the last time we fought. I've studied Mucilageans since then. I've learned so much. But you haven't learned anything, have you?"

The Lutrin pushed Dass's head onto the ground and brought the sparking blade near to his face.

"Not one blessed thing." He brought the blade close enough that Dass's flesh began to bubble. "Any final words?"

Dass gasped and pulsed. He struggled to form words.

"S... S..."

Koro paused.

"Yes?" he asked.

"Starstrider, power up!"

Koro's brow knitted. A shank of Dass's flesh--now formed into one of the angular, blade-like accouterments of XOS-1--pierced Koro just below his short ribs.

Koro cried out in pain. Dass's flesh pushed forward, filling the Lutrin's mouth, but he didn't stop pushing. He invaded further, further, forcing himself into Koro's lungs. With a mighty heave he flipped Koro onto his back and piled all his mass on top of the Lutrin.

"A rebreather in your mouth doesn't do you any good if there's no room in your lungs," Dass gasped.

Koro's eyes went wide. His chest hitched as he tried fruitlessly to draw air in. He thrashed and flailed, slashing at Dass with his fiery blade. Dass tried to hold Koro's knife arm down, but greenish, stinking steam still filled the air as Koro's blade carved off slices of his flesh. Dass pushed the blade of his flesh further into Koro's body, straining to reach his heart. Koro's left hand grabbed the blade of flesh and held it tightly.

Dass kept his mass on Koro's face and continued shoving himself into Koro's windpipe with every bit of strength he had left.

Koro's struggles slowed, weakened. His feet stopped kicking. His grip on Dass's spike loosened. His eyes glazed, and the flareblade rolled out of his grasp, clanking onto the pavement.

The Lutrin lay on the ground, still.

Dass withdrew himself from Koro's respiratory system, and removed his bladed flesh from Koro's side. He reformed himself into Dass, slowly, painfully, much thinner now, oozing and struggling. He weaved on his feet, dripping, his wounds still steaming.

With a great effort, he picked up the flareblade. He was so drained that he couldn't even manage a snarky quip.

The flareblade buzzed back to life. Dass stood over the Lutrin. He was going to make sure, this time.

He brought the blade to the Lutrin's throat. With a quick, precise movement, he closed that chapter of his life.
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Admiral Stonefist's office was full of the quiet bustle of afternoon work. Sol was working diligently at his desk. Kinnit was working on tidying up the slips and files on Grimthorn's desk. She was focused on physical paperwork, since she didn't have access to the systems. She was technically still on suspension.

Grimthorn himself was plowing through a backlog of messages. He'd discovered that he could simply delete about four-fifths of the messages that came in, more or less at random, and nobody ever noticed. The remaining messages still consumed a significant part of his day.

The ceiling flashed blue.

"End of day," Grimthorn said without looking up from his console. "You two can take off."

Sol immediately stopped typing mid-sentence, put down his slips, and walked stiffly out of the office. Kinnit's worried eyes followed him out the door.

"Is he okay?" she asked.

Grimthorn stared at the closed door.

"Probably. I hope so."

"I wonder if I should go talk to him?" she asked.

"Under other circumstances, I would say yes. Right now, I don't think your advice would be taken in the spirit it was offered."

Kinnit colored heavily, remembering how she and Grimthorn had been caught smooching.

"You're probably right," she said. "I hope he can figure things out."

"I do, too."

Kinnit sat back at her desk and stretched out.

"Speaking of figuring things out," she said, "you never did tell me how you tracked me back to Techterra."

Grimthorn's face soured.

"It wasn't difficult. I decided to go through everyone I thought you'd contact. Lieutenant Voth was the second person I tried. After that it only took a quick search. Even commercial ships keep manifests. Not many commercial ships carry Navy shuttles as cargo."

"Ah. Oh yeah. Um. Who was the first person you tried?"

"Admiral Balia. He's nearly as much of a troublemaker as you are."

"Oh. That makes sense." Her brow knitted. "I really am sorry. I should have talked to you about it all."

Grimthorn held up a hand.

"You've apologized enough for that."

"I know, but I still feel bad."

"There's nothing I can do about that, so apologizing more won't make you feel any better." Grimthorn paused as her face fell. He tried to bring the mood up a little.

"It wasn't all bad," he hastened to assure her. "I was able to spend some time in your old cave on Takkar. I got to know some of your people, a little."

"What do you mean? It couldn't have taken you very long to realize I wasn't there."

"Oh, well, I was there for about a week. I was accidentally trapped there by the Great Storm."

Kinnit nodded thoughtfully.

"That's right, it's about that time of year. I forgot," she said. Then her brow furrowed. "Wait, did you say a week? The Great Storm lasts longer than that."

"Ah. Yeah. I... kind of flew out of it."

Kinnit gripped the edge of her desk.

"Wait, you flew through the Great Storm?!"

"Just a little way!" Grimthorn said, holding up his hands. "The eye of the storm came close to the cave, so I was able to get out through that."

"How close?"

Grimthorn paused for a long minute, trying to work out how to say "seven miles" without getting her "seven miles" worth of upset. Her expression darkened the longer he waited.

"Seven miles," he said finally.

"What?!" she screeched. "You fuss at me about putting myself in danger and you flew a shuttle through the Great Storm for seven miles?!"

"I needed... I had to..." Several possible responses occurred to him--all of them perfectly reasonable, from his point of view--but he realized that any of them would only make things worse.

"Ah... you're right. I'm sorry," he said.

Kinnit sat with her arms crossed and fumed.

"I can't believe you flew through the Great Storm," she muttered.

"Ah, but I did get to hear a lot of the singing," he said, anxious to change the subject. "Your people have many beautiful songs." He grew wistful for a moment. "None of them sing as prettily as you, but it was wonderful to listen to."

Kinnit blushed, her mouth open, suddenly caught between being angered and smitten.

"I... Well, I don't sing as well as some. Dame Haffa sings much better than me."

"I heard her," Grimthorn said, " and I disagree. I think you are much more talented." Kinnit's face flamed red. "She did sing well enough to make me miss your voice."

"I--you--" Kinnit tumbled to a stop, fully flustered. "You're a flatterer, Grimthorn Stonefist!"

Grimthorn smiled.

"Is it flattery if it's true?" Rather than continue to make her stew in compliments, Grimthorn changed tack again. "In any case, they had some new songs. Some were about a character you might recognize, Kinnit Longlegs."

"What? You mean, songs about me? "

He pulled out his scanner.

"I wrote them down. I hope that's okay."

"Show me, show me!"

He pulled his notes up and projected them. Kinnit rushed over and spun through the notes, reading the lyrics. She giggled with delight as she read through them.

"Oh, Grimthorn! I'm in a song!" She leaned against him and laid her head on his shoulder.

"I recorded at least four different songs," he said, spinning further through the notes. "There was some overlap, but I tried to separate them out as best I could."

"Oh! Oh, I wish I could hear them! Grimthorn! Sing them for me!"

"What?"

"You heard them sung, didn't you? Sing them for me please!"

"I don't really sing, it's... uh..." Kinnit was looking up at him with her luminous eyes pleading, wearing an expression that would send him conquering half the galaxy if she wanted him to.

Conquering half the galaxy would be easier than singing.

"I... I really... can't..." he said. Her lower lip pooched out the tiniest amount, and a rim of tears collected in her eyes. "I..." Grimthorn sighed. "I'll try," he said finally.

"Yay!" Kinnit ran over and snatched up her chair from behind her desk. She set it next to Grimthorn, sat down, and waited.

Grimthorn cleared his throat and ran his notes through the translator to get the lyrics back into Kobold. He spent some extra time reading through them--on the one hand trying to understand the pronunciation properly, and on the other hand hoping that if he took long enough, Kinnit would get bored and want to do something else. He glanced over at her.

She sat with her chin in her hands and elbows on her knees, staring at him adoringly.

He cleared his throat uncomfortably. He lifted his chin as he'd seen the Kobolds do, and tried a few notes. His voice cracked and he stumbled to a stop. She kept her expression of eager anticipation trained on him like a blaster cannon.

He started again. He fumbled through the first song, no doubt butchering the pronunciation of many words, and committing acts of unspeakable desecration against perfectly innocent notes, but he made it through.

Kobold songs ran long, telling epic legends as they did. Grimthorn finally squeaked through the last few notes and looked to Kinnit, hoping that--as awful as it was--it had convinced her not to want to listen to any more.

Her adoring eyes had not diminished at all. Now they fairly sparkled.

"Oh, Grimthorn, you sing so wonderfully. I can't wait to hear how you sing the rest of them!"

Grimthorn grinned uncomfortably. With great reluctance, he began the next song, filling his office with the halting, imperfect music of the Kobolds while Kinnit listened in rapt silence.


SEVENTY-SIX
BROKEN RULES


Grimthorn sat alone in his office, his scanner lying on the desk before him. He'd like to have had Kinnit with him for this call, but SOP for encrypted calls was that the office had to be empty. Doubly so, since she was technically still on suspension.

Besides, the Cryptographers' deal was only with him. Better to keep her out of it, if he could.

The call connected, and the ethereal voice of Broca Brangwin came through his scanner.

"The Cryptographers speak with the Admiral Stonefist once again," Broca said breathily. "What news do you bring us?"

Admiral Stonefist drew in a deep breath and began outlining the excitement of the last few weeks in every particular. The pirates, Kinnit's adventures on Techterra, all of it.

He'd thought about holding some of the information back, but if the Cryptographers wanted to cause him problems, they'd hardly need to find infractions of Navy protocol or Imperial law to do so. The Cryptographers worked with data, and if they were going to help him, he was determined to give them every bit of it he could manage as accurately as possible.

Broca listened silently while Grimthorn spoke. At last Grimthorn finished.

"This has all been noted," Broca said. "Thank you again for your wealth of information. Have you found Rax Daggoth?"

"Yes, I had my Infographers track him down. He was easy enough to find. CEO of VoidTech Industries. We ran a full background check. There was some questionable behavior, but we didn't find anything exciting. He just seems like a typically amoral executive. Why did you have me look him up?"

"We--the Cryptographers--drew his name from our interrogation of Captain Denth."

Grimthorn sat upright.

"Denth the traitor? I was wondering why you lot hadn't gotten anything out of him yet. I had expected he'd spill his guts as soon as you had him in hand."

"He had a... special treatment that has made extracting information very slow. Though the Cryptographers have been very diligent and relentless in drawing information from him."

Grimthorn grimaced.

"I bet. Hmm." Grimthorn tapped his chin. "You said that one of the conspirators was an industrialist. Could this be him?"

"That is unclear. All we know is that Captain Denth knew Rax Daggoth when he had no reason to."

"Then we will follow up with a careful and very circumspect investigation. Thank you for this information." He cleared his throat and paused, considering his next words carefully. Asking favors from Cryptographers still made him very uncomfortable.

"So," Grimthorn said. "You've seen the photos of the wire in Commander Ordren's office? Do you have a recommendation on how we can deal with this? I'd... like to get my Assistant cleared as soon as possible."

"As well you should," said Broca. "Have you decided to retrieve the Arcturan detachment?"

Admiral Stonefist's brain locked up. The Arcturan detachment who'd been lost in jumpspace twenty years ago? Why was Brangwin bringing that up? And why wasn't he answering the question Grimthorn really wanted him to?

This young Lieutenant had been spending too much time around the Cryptographers.

"Ah... right. Well, I have thought it over. It is a very difficult choice. Those men..."

Grimthorn's mouth tightened. He wanted to ask for more time, for an easier solution, but he knew there wasn't one. He'd made his decision.

"First, I want to thank you for the offer. Your unconventional negotiation saved me from making a terrible mistake at a time when I wasn't thinking clearly." He took a deep breath. "I can't stand the thought of the Arcturan detachment trapped in jumpspace. It horrifies me. But if the only way to save them is to kill a Cryptographer... Well, it's simply unconscionable. I won't do it. I can't kill so rare a creature, even to save my men."

"I see." Strangely, Broca's voice sounded strangely disappointed. "It is the loss of a Cryptographer that stops you?"

"Yes. Please don't give me any moral justifications. I don't want to hear how the 'chosen' Cryptographer wouldn't mind, I don't want to hear about the needs of the many, or any of that nonsense. I've made up my mind."

"We understand. Your thinking is very linear, very firm. It is part of your strength. We will see to it that the issue with Commander Ordren is handled. You will not need to do anything. Your Assistant will be cleared shortly."

"Wh--" Grimthorn frowned, dealing with the mental whiplash. "I don't understand."

"The situation with Commander Ordren will be handled."

"Do you mean--never mind. If I get Kinnit back, I'll be happy. Regardless of you guys and your corkscrew thinking. Is there anything else?"

"We are satisfied. We look forward to seeing you soon."

"Seeing me? What do you mean? I'm not--" But the line had already disconnected.

Grimthorn spat an oath. That young man had definitely been spending too much time with the Cryptographers.
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Lucy the Velspyn was tidying up the kitchen behind the mess, setting things to rights before shutting down for the night. Her spider-like form moved smoothly through her kitchen routine as she stowed the food, set up the menus for the morning, and cleaned off all the counters.

She walked out to the mess hall to turn off the lights, but spied a young man sitting at one of the tables. He had a cup of coffee in his hands, staring deeply into it.

Staring at it was better than drinking it; by this time of the night it would probably be chewy.

She emerged from the kitchen and approached him.

"Lieutenant Sol?" she asked. "I thought I recognized you."

He started, meeting her eyes.

"Sorry," he said. "I'm in your way."

"You're not in my way, hon." She fetched her own cup of coffee and sat across from him. "You okay?"

"M'fine," he muttered.

"Well, maybe it's none of my business, hon, and if I'm being nosy you can just tell me to butt right out, but you don't look fine."

Sol looked at her for a long moment.

"Lucy... if you knew someone... and you respected them, like, like they were practically your hero, but then you found out something terrible about them... what would you do?"

Lucy cocked her head quizzically.

"Well, it would depend on what kind of terrible thing I found out, I guess."

"Like, if you found out... they had a relationship with an SS."

"Oh, you mean like Admiral Stonefist and Kinnit?"

Sol twitched, nearly knocking his cup of sludge over.

"You know?!" he cried.

Lucy laughed.

"Oh, hon, everybody knows." She put her head thoughtfully in her hand. "Well, everybody on board, anyway."

"But... the law!"

Lucy made a dismissive hissing sound, laden with a degree of contempt that only a Velspyn could manage.

"It's a stupid law," she opined. "It's just to keep pencil pushers on Techterra happy."

Sol frowned deeply.

"So everybody's just... okay with it, then?"

Lucy shrugged.

"Mostly." She reached across the table and laid a slender pale hand on his. "Is it the species thing that bothers you, hon, or the law?"

Sol's mouth twisted.

"It just feels wrong."

"Oh, well, feelings," Lucy said flippantly.

"This is serious!"

"Is it, hon? Or is it just you tying yourself in knots about something that's not even your business?"

"I..." Sol struggled to come up with a response. He shook his head. "It's just wrong."

She patted his hand.

"Well. See if you can figure out why it bothers you so much. Once you understand that, I'll be happy to talk with you again."

Sol nodded, tight-lipped.

"You stay here as long as you need, hon. Just do me a favor and turn the lights off on your way out."

"Y-yes, ma'am. Of course."

Lucy withdrew, leaving Sol staring into his cup of coffee.
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Jagen Zaine waited in the seedy parking lot, trembling. The abandoned, run-down building he leaned against, the street beneath him, even the people passing on the street nearby were all cold and dead in his senses. Nothing in the entire city of Techterra could reach him. Not food, not women, not drinks, nothing. Nothing could penetrate the fog surrounding his mind except stimtrons. The electric pizzazz that zipped across his nervous system was the only thing that made him feel alive anymore.

What had started as a boost for parties had become the central pillar of his life. He needed--well, he didn't need stimtrons, they weren't addictive, everybody said so. Everything was just better through the lens of electrical enhancement: clearer, sharper, more real, more there.

He shivered. Problem was, those chips were only good for a few uses. Even with exceptional care, they'd short out, or crumble. Many were the times he'd tried to coax one more use out of a dead chip. He'd even tried to rewire one that had gone bad, but he'd spent hours afterward vomiting and hallucinating and seeing nothing but static filling his vision.

Well, no more. Today he was done with stimtrons. He was done with the flaky chips, the unreliable readers, done with them altogether. He'd never need a stimtron again.

Because today Jagen was getting a neurotrode.

Easy-peasy. Plug 'em in, and as long as you had electricity, you had all the stim you needed. From what he'd heard, the zip from a neurotrode was more intense than anything you could get from a stimtron.

He couldn't wait.

A rattling, rusted car pulled into the seedy parking lot. The driver rolled his window down. Jagen jogged over. A grinning lizardman sat behind the wheel.

"H-hey," Jagen said. "Hey." On the passenger seat was a disposable bag, wrapped around something bulky. "Is that it?"

The lizardman opened his mouth to speak. A large, steel-gray, slab-sided van rolled by slowly on the street. The lizardman's mouth locked open, his face twisting in terror.

Jagen's mind was suddenly filled with dread. All the deadness, all the suppression of his ability to feel over the last couple of years of stimming, it all rushed in on him at once. The world around him turned ashen-gray, void of meaning or feeling or life. Then his nervous system flipped over, and the world was full of light and color, unbearably full and bright, like the greatest stim ever. Then it flipped again, and the world was meaningless and thin.

Jagen sank to his knees in the parking lot, a warbling moan escaping his throat. The lizardman was gagging and drooling in his car.

Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, the sensation went away. Jagen came back to himself. He was lying on the gritty concrete, staring at the tire of the lizardman's car.

He scrambled to his feet. He grabbed his head with his hands, but everything was back to normal. He looked around. The slab-sided van was gone. He and the lizardman looked at each other.

Jagen turned and ran. The lizardman slammed the accelerator, tearing out of the parking lot.
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The heavy, angular van slowly navigated the streets of Techterra, its engine humming low. As it passed, people nearby stopped, paralyzed with an inexplicable fear or animated by an existential terror, their minds filling with horrific images.

The van left a trail of terror and disruption wherever it went.

The van drove to the center of the city, the heart of Techterra, to the very gates of Central Command. It pulled up to one of the entry gates. The barrier was up.

The gate guard's face was filled with panic. The jet-black tinted window on the driver's side of the van slowly rolled down.

Broca Brangwin leaned out.

"I have someone here to see Commander Ordren," he said. "On authorization of the Cryptographers."

The luckless guard, one hand unconsciously on his holstered pistol, slapped at the button to lower the barrier. It took him three tries as his nerveless arm flailed at his console.

The barrier ground down until it was flush with the asphalt.

"Thank you," Broca said.

The slab-sided van rolled slowly forward and disappeared into the parking lot below the complex.
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Commander Ordren sat at his desk, typing up reports. He relished the neat rows of properly filed reports that filled his console. It was evidence of his value in the Imperium, proof of his indispensability. He hummed as he filed one report after another. The list of reports on his console grew.

A frown creased his brow. A sudden, inexplicable wave of sadness swept over him. He shook his head and kept typing. The sadness grew, became more poignant. His tapping fingers slowed, then stopped. A sigh escaped him.

What was going on? This wasn't like him. He wondered if he shouldn't make an appointment with his physician, make sure everything was all right.

He sat back. His sadness grew, gaining a tinge of unease. He wrangled a smile onto his face, trying by force of will to banish the invasive feelings, but they continued to grow. He looked at his reports. The neat, orderly rows mocked him, sneered at him. They represented his whole life, wrapped up in meaningless non-work that nobody would ever see, that meant nothing, that only ever served to slow down and burden the real do-ers of society.

Commander Ordren pushed back from his desk and stood, shaken. Relentless visions of his ineffable inadequacy sleeted through his mind.

He sank to his knees. The last time he'd felt like this...

"Help me," he whimpered.

Three steady knocks sounded on the door, slow and sonorous: rap, rap, rap.

Commander Ordren squatted on the floor.

"Go away!" he cried.

The knocking again: rap, rap, rap.

He knew the feeling now.

The handle of his office door twisted. The latch clicked as it disengaged.

He knew the feeling. You had to deal with it from time to time, in the Navy. He recognized the feeling. But not here. Never here. Cryptographers were supposed to stay in space.

The door swung open. A pale young man wearing Lieutenant's stripes stood there. Behind him was an unmistakable silhouette. Seven feet tall, dressed in a flowing cloak, writhing facial tentacles moving unnaturally through space and time, and round reflections from glassed goggles gleaming from deep within its hood.

"Commander Ordren," the young man said. "We have come for an investigation."

Ordren scrambled to his feet and backed away, pressing himself into the corner of his office.

"What are you doing here?" he wheezed, barely able to get his voice out.

"We have come for an investigation," the young man repeated. He stepped into Ordren's office. The Cryptographer followed on silent feet.

Even in the midst of his panic, Commander Ordren's eyebrows knitted in confusion. Cryptographers exclusively wore black cloaks. It was the one thing everyone knew about them. But this one, this one was in a blood-red cloak. And the presence of Cryptographers was never calming, but this one seemed to carry an extra edge of menace.

Those round goggles pointed directly at him, never wavering. The Cryptographer in red moved in smoothly. Without breaking eye contact, it reached under the edge of his desk. There was the sound of tearing tape, and the red Cryptographer lifted its hand, one taloned claw holding Koro's wire.

"We have found the leak that has threatened the Solution," Broca said.

"Wh-what is that? Why have you come?" Ordren was nearly babbling by now. "You can't be here! Cryptographers are supposed to stay in space! Cryptographers are supposed to stay in space!"

The red creature moved over to Ordren, moving so smoothly it nearly seemed to float. Ordren shrank further into the corner as it towered over him.

It was impossible to make out an expression on that tentacled face, but Commander Ordren could almost swear it was smiling.

Its raspy voice pressed itself onto the Commander's consciousness.

"I... am... no... longer... a... Cryptographer," it said.


SEVENTY-SEVEN
REINSTATEMENT


A message blipped up on Admiral Stonefist's console. He grimaced.

Yet another missive from CenCom. Rarely did good news come from that bureaucratic hole.

Reluctantly, he opened the message.

Admiral Stonefist,

Our office has concluded the investigation into the matter of information leaked to the Oryndrax ahead of the Ninth Fleet's invasion of their home system. After a thorough and impartial investigation, we have conclusively determined that all accusations of your Assistant's involvement are unsubstantiated.

As a result, effective immediately, your Assistant Kinnit has been reinstated to her prior rank and position, including all pay, benefits, rights, and privileges, and her exemplary service record remains intact. You may return her to your office at your earliest convenience.

Regards,

Acting Commander Connor Kopos, Central Command

Grimthorn sat back in shock. Already? It had only been a couple of days since he'd spoken with the Cryptographers. He hardly dared believe in good news any more.

And why did the message come from Kopos instead of Ordren?

With a furrowed brow, he began running through the Navy's personnel changelog. It was a long, tedious list, updated daily, of all personnel changes in the Navy.

Sure enough, there she was on today's changes:

Personnel Name: Kinnit

Action: Reinstatement to role: Assistant

He let out a relieved little sigh. If it was in the Naval personnel changelog, it was a hard fact.

Out of curiosity, he hunted down a little further.

Personnel Name: Quom Ordren

Action: Placed on administrative leave pending investigation.

A small, self-satisfied smile crept onto Admiral Stonefist's face. On anyone else, one might have called it a smirk. But Admiral Stonefist did not smirk.

"Kinnit," he said, once he'd gotten his face back under control. "Come here."

She set aside her stack of slips and stood by the console.

"Sir?"

Grimthorn showed her the message from CenCom.

"How would you like a job?" he asked with a grin.

"Oh, sir!" She threw her arms around him. "Finally!"

Grimthorn cleared his throat and tilted his head toward Lieutenant Sol, who was sitting at his desk, working sulkily. Kinnit started, and released Grimthorn.

"Oh, right. But what wonderful news! Thank you, sir!" Kinnit stood up straight and saluted. Grimthorn stood and saluted her back.

"Welcome to my office, Assistant Kinnit," he said.

"A pleasure to be here, sir!" she crowed. She leaned over to look at Lieutenant Sol. "Sol, did you hear? I've been reinstated!"

Sol smiled, small but genuine.

"That's good, Kinnit. The Navy needs you." He appeared to struggle within himself for a moment. "You deserve good things," he finished awkwardly.

"Why don't you try logging back into your console," Grimthorn said. "We'll see if we need to follow up with Administration to get your system access back."

Kinnit bounced to her desk and tapped at her console.

"I'm in, sir!"

Grimthorn let out another sigh of relief.

"Very good. Now go ahead and start analyzing the attacks of the pirates. See if you can find any patterns there."

Kinnit laughed out loud.

"I'll get right to work, sir!"

"Meanwhile," Grimthorn said, "I'm going to ask around. I want to find out what happened to Commander Ordren."
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Dass Gunstar lay on the narrow bed in one of his safehouses on Techterra. He was in his Duroclade form, but barely recognizable. He was less than half his normal mass, leaving him looking thin and stringy. Runnels of flesh dripped off of him. His body pulsed unnaturally as he struggled to process oxygen. His body periodically made a miserable burping sound as he tried to hold his form.

He picked up his scanner from the nightstand. He pushed the contact to call Grimthorn.

The scanner beeped repeatedly, trying to connect. Then the call was dropped.

Dass scoffed. Grimthorn still wasn't accepting his calls. He certainly could hold a grudge.

Especially when it was justified.

It was just as well. He didn't even know what he'd say to the man, at this point. He let out a burbling sigh, and some more of his mass dripped to the floor.

He smiled a little sadly. He knew someone who would talk to him. Grimthorn wouldn't like it, but it would be his own fault for being so boneheaded stubborn.

After all, Dass had to tell somebody.
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Sehren Senn stood in his luxurious apartment, staring through the broad window down at Techterra. The streets were peaceful and busy, filled with the bustle of traffic and daily life.

Fools. He despised them all. He aspired to a greater power than any of them could imagine. They could go on, living their meaningless little lives, chasing their tiny dreams. While he, Sehren Senn, would become greater than anything they could comprehend.

He sipped a little Beta Pelean tea from the custom-made vacuum flask and smiled thinly.

Koro had not been to work in a few days. Probably chasing personal goals again. Senn scoffed. He'd have to talk with him later, make sure he stayed focused on Senn's goals.

Then again, he had Koro to thank for his current course. Back when he'd only been a lowly managing editor, he'd discovered Koro's amazing talent for planting bugs. Senn never understood how, but the little creature had squirreled one away in the most unlikely place imaginable, and in so doing had set Senn's future.

Senn smiled. He supposed he could show Koro a little grace, after all.

Shocking, that so small a thing had changed the course of his life, and ultimately, the Imperium.

He sipped his tea again.

Ten years ago, he'd received the message that had changed him completely. He'd spent every waking moment since then with it burning in his mind.

Prepare the way. We are coming.
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"All right," Grimthorn said stiffly. "Let's go over everything. Kinnit, we'll catch you up on what's been going on, then we can all figure out what to do next."

Sol and Kinnit sat upright at their desks, alert.

"There's a lot. Let's start with the pirates." He took a deep breath. "The conspiracy has been paying pirates to raid outposts and attack shipping lanes. They've done a lot of damage, and soaked up the resources of the Imperial Navy for weeks now. The local fleets and garrisons have been overwhelmed, and so have our major fleets. However, that activity seems to be slowing down, finally."

He pulled up some data on his console.

"We've had every ship of the fleet out there, shooting down pirates. Thanks to the Navy's efforts, and with Lieutenant Sol's help on fleet logistics, we're slowly getting on top of the problem." He nodded at Sol, who looked embarrassed at the recognition. "This confirms my theory that if you kill enough pirates, you end up with fewer pirates. Kinnit, have you found any patterns in the attacks?"

"Nothing firm, sir. There seem to be more attacks close to the Ceon system, but that could be a fluke. It's a major shipping lane, so it would be a natural target."

"Thank you, Kinnit. It could be a fluke, or it could be because whoever's paying them is located in Techterra, on Ceon 12. Which brings us to our next topic." He frowned. "I've maintained contact with the Cryptographers, and recently they were able to get a name out of Denth, the traitor. Rax Daggoth."

Grimthorn tapped his console and new data came up.

"He's CEO of VoidTech, a major manufacturing corporation. VoidTech creates a lot of consumer goods, but they also manufacture some heavy equipment. They have Navy contracts for military equipment as well. It's entirely possible that he is part of the conspiracy, and is helping to fund these pirates. I've had the Infographers going through VoidTech's public finances with a fine-tooth comb, but they haven't found anything conclusive. That said, there's a lot of money flowing in many directions in that company, so it's not outside the realm of possibility that they're hiding payments to pirates somehow."

"Couldn't we just arrest him, sir?" Lieutenant Sol piped up. "See if the pirates dry up?"

"I appreciate your thinking," Grimthorn said, "but we'd need something to arrest him for. Until we have some evidence to the contrary, he's just another Imperial citizen, deserving of the same protection as all citizens."

"Oh," said Sol, a little disappointed.

"Rest assured, though, that if we find anything at all tying him to the conspiracy, I'll immediately have a squad of Marines up his shorts." Grimthorn leaned forward over his desk. "I'm going to ask you both to be very careful when dealing with this information. Don't mention Daggoth's name, nor VoidTech, outside this room. Kinnit's already seen this in action. The conspiracy will not hesitate even slightly to kill one of their own to protect their secrets. If he is part of the conspiracy, and anybody finds out we're investigating him, our best lead will end up dead."

They both nodded soberly. Grimthorn sat back.

"For now, we're going to keep an eye on him, see if we can find a link to the conspiracy. His office is based on Cradus, a planet in the fourth spinward spiral arm, but he spends a lot of time in Techterra. Which, again, could be legitimate. It's a major shipping hub."

Admiral Stonefist tapped his console again.

"Next topic. Commander Ordren." His brow furrowed. "He's been placed on administrative leave from his post. Deputy Commander Kopos is administering CenCom until they can come up with a replacement. I approve. Kopos is a good man. Hopefully they'll find someone less political than Ordren to fill that post long-term."

He sat back and rubbed his eyes.

"As for Ordren, I've been in contact with the Cryptographers that have been interrogating him, and there's no evidence tying him to the conspiracy. I have to confess to you two, I thought he was part of the conspiracy. I nearly--well, never mind. The Cryptographers set me straight on all that. But I still don't like the man. He's a self-serving weasel and he does not deserve a career in the Navy, as far as I'm concerned. With such a major leak coming from his office, he won't have a career anymore."

"But sir," Kinnit said slowly. "Is it really his fault? He didn't know his office had a wire."

"According to Navy protocol, his office--and the entire CenCom facility--should have been swept for listening devices and electronic intrusions every two weeks, just like we do here on the Swordheart. Apparently the sweep hadn't been done in years. Ordren depended on their perimeter security to keep out listening devices. Which was foolish. And the Ninth Fleet paid the price."

Kinnit frowned and nodded.

"The reason I bring him up is that the Cryptographers have taken the highly unusual step of arresting him directly."

Both Kinnit and Sol started.

"Directly? You mean they sent a Cryptographer downplanet?" Kinnit gasped.

"I thought the Cryptographers weren't supposed to land on planets," Sol said. "Actually, I thought they couldn't. Don't their bones crumble in gravity?"

"That's an old wives' tale," Grimthorn said. "There are a few planets they're cleared to land on. Olympus, mostly, so they can be close to the Emperor. There are some others, mostly unpopulated planets. Techterra is not one of those planets. Furthermore, on the rare occasions when they've had to land on a populated planet, they give lots of warning, clear timelines, lanes of travel, all that proper business. This time, a Cryptographer just... showed up. Nearly caused riots across the city. They took Ordren away, thankfully, but they didn't let anybody know they were coming, didn't follow up, and didn't let anybody know what they were doing with him. CenCom had to scramble to get Kopos in place."

"Why would they do that?" Kinnit asked.

"I don't know," Grimthorn said, frowning. "But no matter how obtuse the Cryptographers get, I intend to find out."


SEVENTY-EIGHT
A PRICE ALREADY PAID


Kinnit leaned against Grimthorn. They were tucked away in their little nook, where they spent most of their non-work time, snuggled up on the sofa, enjoying each other's company. Kinnit was reading through her latest adventure novel on her scanner.

She was smiling at the antics of the sidekick in her story when her scanner beeped. She frowned at it. It was kind of an unusual time to be getting a call. She pulled up the identifier and her eyebrows rose. She glanced at Grimthorn, but he was fully immersed in his book.

Kinnit rose from the couch.

"I'll be right back," she said.

"Mmhmm," Grimthorn replied, still focused on his book.

She stepped out into the empty hallway, glancing around to make sure nobody was listening. She poked her scanner to answer the call.

"Hey, hey, hey, it's my favorite spy-in-training!" came the voice through her scanner.

"Dass?" she said. "Why are you calling me? Are you okay? You sound--"

"Everything's fine," he said, smoothly rolling over her words. "No problems at all. I've just picked up a little bug. It's nothing. Look, I had some news for Grimthorn, but he's not talking to me at the moment."

"Oh, do you want me to get him? He's right over--"

"No, no, don't bother him. It's just a little thing. Just a little--" he paused, and a nasty belching sound rattled across the line. Kinnit's brow knitted. "Sorry," Dass continued. "Just a little cold. Anyway, I need to let him know I've taken down the agent that planted that wire in Commander Ordren's office. He was going by the name Koro Melemann."

Kinnit nearly dropped her scanner. She pictured the happy, friendly little Lutrin.

"Koro? That's ridiculous. He's just a journalist."

"Not so much. He's former NavInt, working in signals intelligence. He used to go by Koro Wyn. Grimthorn can look him up."

"What, you're telling me that he was a spy, like you?"

"Yeah. A good one."

"I can't believe it. He's so..."

"Lovable? Fluffy? That was his cover. Fifteen years ago, he decided the money was better in the private sector. He killed a couple agents on his way out. I thought he was dead." Dass paused to burble. "I was wrong."

Kinnit began pacing.

"I can't believe it!" she said. "He was so nice!" She frowned. "But around the time that he interviewed me, that's when we found out about the wire... when Jorya was killed..." She ground her teeth in frustration. "That little rat! He was so nice!"

"Yeah, well. Lessons learned, right?"

"I hope he's in prison for the rest of his life!"

"Ah... well. He's not going to prison."

She paused her pacing.

"Why not?" she barked.

"He's dead."

"Oh."

"Let Grimthorn know."

"I just... I can't believe it!"

"Look, I have to go," he burbled. "Tell Grimthorn, for what it's worth... I'm sorry. He's been a good friend to me all these years, and I appreciate him. I know he doesn't want to hear all that, but I need him to know."

"Okay, I'll tell him."

The connection went dead. Kinnit's brow knitted in worry as she looked at her silent scanner. Then Koro's friendly little face surfaced in her mind, scrambling her emotions. She paced for a minute more, muttering to herself in a fury. Then she stopped.

Whatever else, she needed to tell Grimthorn first. She spun on her heel and headed back into their nook.
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The Cryptographer stood at the table. The table was nearly at knee height, but Cryptographers didn't sit at tables. Tables were for Terrans. Most of the furniture on their ships was for Terrans. Chairs in their chambers were for Terrans. Decorations were for Terrans. Lighting, by and large, was for Terrans.

For all that the ships were supposedly theirs, they had an awful lot of accommodations for Terrans. And other species, of course.

The Cryptographer looked at Small Broca, who sat at the table waiting. He was so very useful. Communicating with those who were not Cryptographers was painful and slow. Their Common language--Modern Imperial--was problematic. Linear. Limited. Not beautiful or fun at all. Speaking it was a chore. It was as though Terrans had been told they could only use 20 words of their entire language to communicate with. It could be done, but it was slow and imprecise.

The Cryptographers felt that communications should be rich, complex, poetic, adversarial. The Terrans had something that they called poetry, but it did not even remotely justify the name. It was just abstraction--a few thin layers of indirection, metaphor, and imagery wrapped around their dull, kludgy words. The best that could be managed with such a limited language, the Cryptographer supposed.

The Cryptographer cast its mind back to something another Cryptographer had told it hundreds of Terran cycles before. It still had not managed to work out the full meaning of it; it had been a wonderful communication.

Now was not the time for puzzling at communications. The Cryptographer could sense the approach of the Admiral. He was a blankness in the churning chaos of this plane, a smooth bump of energy, like most Terrans, like most species.

The Admiral Stonefist entered the chamber, his face in a set frown.

"Why have you summoned me?" he asked.

So predictable. Cryptographers could not read minds, but reading the emotions of the many species of the Imperium was simple. They positively radiated their emotions. They wanted everyone around them to know how they felt, what they were thinking. Even those that had trained themselves to suppress their faces spoke loudly: with their heart rate, with the ratio of salt to sweat on their skin, with their blood chemistry. So simple to read.

Right now, the Admiral Stonefist was annoyed. He stood on the other side of the table, refusing to sit.

"Greetings," said Small Broca. "We have good news."

"I have news as well," the Admiral Stonefist said. "We discovered one of the agents of the conspiracy. Koro Melemann, formerly Koro Wyn of Naval Intelligence." The Admiral Stonefist laid a sheaf of slips on the table. "Here's a report of what we know about him. He planted the wire in Ordren's office, and probably mine as well. His cover was as a reporter for the Imperial Clarion. He's dead now."

The Cryptographer's talons rattled with excitement. A new piece of the puzzle. Many questions suddenly answered, many new ones raised. A useful solution, indeed.

Focus. The Admiral Stonefist was before them. Address the Terran.

"We thank you," Small Broca said. He glanced back at the Cryptographer, who nodded. "This is very useful."

"What's your news? Why did you drag me all the way out here?"

Typically Terran. Always in a rush, always wanting to simply snatch the meaning out of any interaction. No joy of poetry at all.

"We can now retrieve the Arcturan detachment for you," Small Broca said.

Such a useful boy. He knew how to deal with Terrans. He knew how to jump directly to the end of a conversation.

The Admiral Stonefist's face flushed, his heart rate increased, his galvanic response spiked, yet his face remained smooth. Hope, shock, fear, confusion.

"Oh?" he replied. "I thought you had to kill a Cryptographer for that."

"We now have an Aberrant," Small Broca said. "Useful to fetch Commander Ordren. Reusable to retrieve the Arcturan detachment."

Heart rate up. Brows down. Stress hormones surging. Fury, excitement, betrayal, guilt. Such a strange mix from the Admiral.

"I said I didn't want to kill a Cryptographer for this!" he yelled, slamming a fist down on the table.

"You did not," Small Broca said. "We have created the Aberrant. The Aberrant can break the rules. You can use the Aberrant. There is no impugnment of your morality. Your conscience is no longer a bar."

"You knew full well what I wanted and didn't want!" The Admiral Stonefist jabbed a finger at the Cryptographer. "It's not about my conscience, it's about not killing a Cryptographer!"

Rage, guilt, more confusion. So strange. The Admiral Stonefist could now have what he wanted without bearing the moral weight of responsibility for the Aberrant.

"It is not killing," Small Broca said. "It is recycling."

The Admiral Stonefist paced back and forth.

"You're sick! You're all sick!"

"Do you not want to rescue them?"

"Of course I do! It was my pride, my foolishness that trapped them in jumpspace twenty years ago. They're paying the price for my insufficiency. But I already told you--"

"You will need them," Small Broca interrupted.

"Need them? The Ninth Fleet is a thousand ships strong! They're only forty-some-odd vessels. I want to rescue them, but they're not a militarily significant--" The Admiral Stonefist paused, new concerns filling him. "Unless you're telling me that the Ninth is going to be torn down that far? What's coming?"

"You will need them," Small Broca repeated. "That is all we know."

"To Geina with what you know! Is the Ninth Fleet going to be destroyed?"

"We do not know," Small Broca said.

Poor Admiral Stonefist. Constantly fighting against what he did not have, what he could not know. Always wanting to break the puzzle, jump directly to the solution, skipping all the delicious steps in between, the satisfying work of solving.

No wonder he was always angry.

"The price has already been paid," Small Broca said. "The Aberrant exists, and it will be destroyed. Will you rescue the Arcturan detachment before then?"

The Admiral Stonefist stopped his pacing and fumed. The Cryptographer watched with fascination as the Admiral Stonefist wrestled his emotions down, forced himself calm, mercilessly wrangled his own thoughts and body chemistry into submission. His fury subsided, replaced with a powerful determination that surrounded him like a nimbus. He took a deep breath.

"I loathe your manipulation, but I will rescue them. Tell me what to do."

They began to plan.

Small Broca. So very, very useful. The Cryptographers were going to miss him very much when he was gone.
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Grimthorn sat in the shuttle, back in the docking bay of the ISS Swordheart. The shuttle had finished landing and shutting down. The dockmaster was standing by, waiting for him to debark, and probably getting nervous about how long it was taking.

Grimthorn needed a moment. Just a moment to not be Admiral Stonefist.

He lifted his hands from the quiet controls of the shuttle and looked at them. They trembled. He frowned. There was so much going on. So much was riding on his shoulders. Pirates, conspiracy, rescues. He had to prioritize.

He had to focus on what was most important.

His hands slowly formed into fists, squeezing until the trembling stopped. He screwed his eyes shut. When everything is the most important thing, how do you even start?

How do you prioritize?

There were many methods for prioritization. In Grimthorn's experience, the best method was to think through each option carefully and ask himself: if everything failed, everything save one, if he could only accomplish one goal, finish one task, which one would it be?

His eyes popped open instantly. There it was. It was so simple.

He stood, opened the hatch, and stepped back out into the Swordheart.


SEVENTY-NINE
PREPARATION FOR THE PRIORITY


Admiral Stonefist strode into the Engineering section of the ISS Swordheart. Work slowed as he stood in the middle of the Engine room, casting an appraising eye over the entire works. Everyone nervously tried to look busy and competent under the Admiral's watchful gaze. He rarely appeared in Engineering. Usually, only for inspection, and the infractions he found were often plentiful.

The Chief Engineer cautiously approached Admiral Stonefist. He was in his mid-thirties, but with a youthful cast to his features that made him look nearly five years younger, and an utter lack of confidence that shaved another five years off.

"Can I help you, sir?" he asked hesitantly, trying to suppress visions of getting gigged again.

Admiral Stonefist turned his piercing gaze on the Engineer.

"I need to see the initiator for the plasma ram," he said.

"Ah... of course, sir. It's this way."

"I'm aware."

"Of course, sir."

The Chief Engineer led Grimthorn through rooms of mysterious, pulsing equipment. Large power tubes and pulsing lights bracketed their progress through long, awkwardly narrow corridors. The Engineering deck was built around the needs of the reactor core and power distribution, and only incidentally for Terrans to navigate.

At last they arrived at the plasma ram initiator. The Chief Engineer gestured helplessly at the complex equipment.

"Well, uh, sir. There it is."

Grimthorn glared at it quietly. The silence stretched out uncomfortably long.

"Is there anything I can help you with, sir? If you have any questions..."

"Do any of your people use this equipment for personal purposes?"

The Chief Engineer began to sweat.

"Well, sir, some of the men, you know, it's--I mean, it can melt small quantities of metal, and there are a few hobbyists that like to--ah, that is..." The Chief Engineer swallowed miserably. "I mean, as long as we're not in jumpspace, it's not being used. The energy drain is almost immeasurably small. It's allowed by the regs, isn't it? Sir?"

Grimthorn glared at the initiator.

"How's the temperature control?" he asked finally. "Can you dial it in pretty tight?"

The Chief Engineer started.

"Uh? It's... yes, sir. Within about half a degree Fahrenheit, up to 3,600 degrees. Or so. Um, sir."

Grimthorn nodded.

"Very good. I may be back later to use it myself."

He turned smartly and walked off.

The Chief Engineer let out a watery sigh of relief.
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Grimthorn sat in his quarters. None of the quarters on any Naval ship were luxurious--space was at a premium, even on the flagship of the Imperium--but inasmuch as they could be, his were. There was enough room for him to stretch out his arms and turn around without hitting anything, if he were so inclined. His bunk was long enough and wide enough to entirely accommodate his considerable frame. He had a double-sized closet and a private washroom.

Yet, for all that he'd lived in this room for over ten years, he'd barely left an impression on it. No stamp of his personality. No pictures or posters on the walls. No tchotchkes or decorations on his small desk. The single bookshelf held a few technical manuals--his few physical books were kept in the little nook he now shared with Kinnit.

With less than an hour of work, no one would be able to tell that this had ever been the place where the great hero of the Imperium spent a third of his life.

Grimthorn was not, by nature, sentimental. As a rule.

He slid open the shallow drawer on the desk. There were a very few items within. He drew out a small, flat box. Lifting the lid revealed a brass medal. It was round, with two blaster bolts criss-crossing it, and a battleship overlaid on the bolts.

He took it out of the box and flipped it over, reading the words engraved on the back.

"This Medal of Distinguished Action is hereby awarded to Admiral Stonefist for outstanding bravery in the face of overwhelming odds during the Battle of Arcturus," it read.

His mouth stiffened as he read, then softened. He laid the medal on his desk and returned the slim box to the drawer. He then drew out a small case, smaller and older than the box.

He really wasn't sentimental, by and large, he told himself. He'd only ever been back to his homeworld of Dorvalla a couple of times since he'd joined the Navy. His family was gone. His few homeworld acquaintances had either scattered across the galaxy, or settled on the rural planet, and had no interest in the doings of the great fleets of the Imperium.

He'd indulged himself once, though.

He'd spent many years of his childhood combing the garbage pits of Dorvalla. The Bloody Thorn pirates that had dominated his home would dump the trash of the galaxy in giant piles before raiding the citizens' food stores. There was no telling what manner of toxic spew he'd trudged through, how much garbage of a thousand stars he'd sifted through in his quest for food. The pits had been ugly, dirty, and dangerous.

Yet even in the midst of such hazard and filth, a little beauty could grow. He opened the case.

Five small flowers lay within, carefully preserved in individual anaerobic sleeves. They were tiny, no longer than his thumb, with spindly thin stalks. Each flower bore a blossom, five petals, purple fading to white, no larger than a fingernail. He didn't know what they were called, or if they even had a name.

They might not. With a galaxy wildly full of plants and animals, even the scientists of the Imperium didn't have time to catalog and name every random species.

During one trip downplanet, his last before his first commission as Captain, he'd walked through his old stomping grounds. Since the Bloody Thorn pirates had been suppressed, the garbage pits had become overgrown, filled with grass, reclaimed by nature. He'd plucked the flowers carefully and brought them back on board, preserving them.

Now, he looked at the small row of blossoms. He drew them out of the case one at a time.

One for his grandfather, pushed off a loading dock to his death by a pirate in a fit of pique when the loading of their food into the pirate ship moved too slowly.

One for his father, shot through the stomach for trying to defend the last of their food stores one winter. He'd died slowly over several days from the wound.

One for his mother, killed for sport, forced to run through the tall grasses around their home while pirates cackled and fired at her until one got a lucky hit.

One for his older sister, taken away on board one of their ships to serve them, never heard from again.

And lastly, one for himself. Pulled out of the quiet, unassuming life he should have had, flung into space and a lifetime of vengeance. He held up the little glass sleeve. The flower lay within, thin and delicate.

In the years since he'd left Dorvalla, he'd painted the galaxy in blood, repaying the lives of each of his family with untold thousands of pirate deaths.

Still, these little flowers were all that remained for his remembrance.

He slipped all the little sleeves back into the case except for one. He put the case back in his desk drawer.

He held the remaining flower up, looking at it for a while. It was slightly crumpled, a bit dried out from age, but tough enough to survive the garbage pits of Dorvalla. It was now traveling the far reaches of space.

He set it down on his desk. From the drawer he drew out one last item.

It was a tiny leaf, vibrantly green. Almost obnoxiously so. It, too, was in an anaerobic sleeve, but it was much newer.

It was a small, oblong leaf from one of the trees on Takkar, Kinnit's homeworld. He'd snagged it on a whim. At the time, he wasn't sure why. Certainly not for any sentimental reason.

He'd have preferred to have grabbed a flower, but he hadn't seen any on Takkar. As far as he knew, there might not even be any, and he hadn't had time to go hunting in the Great Storm, so he'd just snagged what he could.

He laid it on his desk as well, and considered the items. Medal, flower, and leaf.

It was a good start for what he needed to do.
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The ceiling flashed in Grimthorn's office.

"Work's over," he said. "You two feel free to head out."

He paused and cleared his throat. He hoped this part of his plan would work.

"By the way," he said, almost too nonchalantly, "I have some tattered old uniforms that are in bad shape. I'm making a trip down to the second level to decommission them tomorrow. They need to be destroyed according to Navy protocol." He cleared his throat again. "If either of you have an old uniform to decommission, bring it in tomorrow and I'll take them all in at once."

"I'm fine," Lieutenant Sol said.

"Oh, I have one!" Kinnit chirped. "The elbows are worn through. I've been meaning to take it in."

Grimthorn breathed a tiny sigh of relief. He wouldn't have to make it weird.

"All right, bring that in and I'll take care of it."

"Yes, sir! Thank you, sir!"

Admiral Stonefist's two Assistants bustled out of his office, leaving him smiling slightly.
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Grimthorn held the tattered uniforms carefully as the lift descended.

He was glad his ruse had worked. If Kinnit hadn't had a uniform ready to discard, he wasn't sure what he would have done.

Of course, it was a running joke that most Navy folks had one or two old uniforms hanging around in their closets. Decommissioning uniforms was one of those annoying tasks where filling out paperwork took longer than the actual process of destroying the uniform. It used a slightly simplified version of the same forms required to decommission a battleship.

There had been an effort some years back to "simplify" the paperwork by reducing the number of different forms required for Naval activity, but whoever had gotten the task had gone entirely too far in the other direction.

Earlier in the day Kinnit had handed him her old uniform, carefully folded. Now, in the privacy of the lift, he hunted around until he found the sleeve. With a sharp yank he ripped one of the heavy brass buttons free. He refolded the jacket, then found the sleeve of his own old uniform, and ripped one of his own buttons loose. He tucked both buttons in his pocket.

Now to pay the price in paperwork for his plan.
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Admiral Stonefist appeared in Engineering, once again rattling the Chief Engineer's nerves.

"I'd like to use the plasma ram initiator," he said.

"Ah, ah, right. You're welcome to any time, sir." He swallowed. He still wasn't sure that this wasn't some elaborate inspection that was going to end up with another demerit on his record.

"I know where it is," Admiral Stonefist said and wandered off.

The Chief Engineer wondered if he shouldn't go after him, offer to help, or perform a safety check or something.

Maybe... maybe the Admiral really was just taking up a new hobby?

He went back to his office to check his service record and hoped for the best.
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The following week, Grimthorn sat at his desk, assembling all the pieces. The Darcian crystal lens and gold chain he'd ordered had finally come in. He could finish his project.

It took him over an hour of careful, meticulous work. At the end of it, he frowned at the result. It had not turned out as well as he'd hoped. It wasn't quite what he'd envisioned when he set out on this project.

He was no craftsman, but it would have to do. He knew himself well enough: he could keep fiddling with this for years and never be happy with the result. He'd just have to move forward.

Besides, this was the easy part.

The words were going to be the hard part.
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Kinnit sat at her desk, going through reports. Well, she should have been going through reports. It was Friday, near the end of the day, and her mind was wandering. Instead of paying attention to the report on her console, she was frowning and pulling on her finger.

Was it less elastic than before? She couldn't tell. Besides, her fingers were supposed to have some natural elasticity. How much was normal? She wished she'd spent some time finding a way to measure it before she'd met Dass. Then again, she could start measuring it now, see if it was changing over time. But how could she--

"Kinnit? You still with us?"

"Sir!" she gasped, whipping her hands down below the edge of the desk. "Yes, sir! Sorry, sir! Just going through those reports!"

Grimthorn glanced at the time on his console.

"I tell you what, let's put those reports aside. I think it's time for us to do another inspection run."

Kinnit was a little crestfallen. She'd been on the verge of her weekend, but it looked like work was going to roll on through Friday afternoon.

"Yes, sir."

"Should I come along too, sir?" Lieutenant Sol asked.

"No need, Lieutenant. I think Kinnit and I can handle it. You go enjoy your weekend."

"Thank you, sir." Sol straightened up the work on his desk and stood. With a sympathetic nod to Kinnit, he stepped out of the office.

"I'll get our inspection reports ready, sir."

"Don't worry about that. Why don't you go prep Digger? I'll handle the rest."

Kinnit paused. She looked at Grimthorn. It wasn't like him to keep her from handling the paperwork. He carefully refused to look back at her, staying focused on his console.

"Should I contact Pilot Dabrini, sir?"

Grimthorn stared at his console.

"No need. Let her have her weekend. I'll pilot for today."

Hmm. Grimthorn was clearly up to something. She smiled a little.

Well. She'd find out in due time. She grabbed her scanner and headed for the docking bay.


EIGHTY
SUCCESSION


The Emperor walked haltingly into the Imperial Council Chamber. His eyes were hollow, his face thin. His flesh looked as thought it had been boiled away, leaving only shiny skin stretched over his skeleton.

He smiled and waved at the assembled Ministers.

The ministers chattered and fussed among themselves, fretting. The Emperor seated himself slowly. He gestured toward Minister Aster to begin.

Minister Aster was old, but he looked hale and hearty compared to The Emperor.

"Your Imperial Majesty," he said, rising. "The Imperial Council has a matter of grave concern to discuss. With your permission, we'd like to forego the usual proceedings to discuss this matter."

The Emperor nodded for him to continue.

Aster cleared his throat. As the most senior member of the Imperial Council, he had the most cachet, the richest perks. It also meant the most uncomfortable jobs fell to him.

"It is clear to the Imperial Council that your health is poor, Your Imperial Majesty." He cleared his throat. "We thrive under your leadership, but the Council believes it is time to discuss succession."

The Emperor smiled wanly.

"Have we not discussed this already?" he said. "This is a natural cycle. If you will but be patient, I will soon be well."

Minister Aster's brows knitted, and his lips pursed.

"As you've said, Your Imperial Majesty. However, your view may not be objective." He cleared his throat again. "It is the opinion of this council that you may, in fact, not be aware of the severity of your own condition."

The Emperor's smile turned wry.

"I understand the threat to the Imperium, if I were to fall ill," he said.

"Your Imperial Majesty, we are not afraid that you will fall ill. You are clearly already ill. We are afraid you will die with no successor."

"That would be catastrophic. However, let me assure you--"

"Your Imperial Majesty," Minister Aster interrupted, "we can no longer accept the risk. The Imperium cannot countenance the risk. We of the Imperium Council voted last night. If you will not prepare a successor, the Council will choose one."

The air around the Council Chamber grew still. Wide eyes watched the Emperor. His haggard face slid into sadness.

"Have you so little faith in me?" he asked quietly. "Three hundred years have I ruled, and your hearts turn so quickly?"

"The Imperium is greater than the Emperor," Minister Aster responded. "We must ensure the continuation of the Imperium."

The Emperor's chin came up.

"You don't know what you ask. But if it is the will of the Council, I will choose a successor. I only ask a little time to come to a decision."

"Time is short. We have prepared a list of candidates that you may find helpful."

"Of course you have. I will retire now to consider the matter."

The Emperor struggled to his feet. Idrian Sertu, Minister of War, hurried to his side with a crafty grin.

"May I help you, Your Imperial Majesty?" he asked.

"Ah, Idrian, that's well-timed. Come with me to my private chambers. We have something important to discuss."

Idrian's smile grew wide and wicked as he shepherded the Emperor toward the door. The rest of the Council stiffened. Idrian and the Emperor slowly left the Council Chamber. A buzz of panicked conversation grew among the remaining Ministers.

"Surely he would not!" one of them cried. "Idrian? That buffoon?"

"I told you all this was a terrible idea."

"It's a terrible idea now. It would have been better if we'd forced the Emperor's hand weeks ago."

"But would he choose Idrian? So quickly?"

"He did rescue him as a child. Maybe he has some paternal feelings?"

"Only because he felt guilty about the way the Chrysanthae had been handled."

"But surely he would not! Idrian is so... so young and selfish! It would be madness!"

Minister Aster's brows drew down.

"We will do what is right for the Imperium," he said darkly. "Whatever the Emperor chooses."
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The Emperor shuffled into the private chamber with a frown. Idrian followed with growing glee, his pointed ears twitching.

The Emperor's private chambers were another series of meeting rooms, smaller and less formal than the Council Chamber. The room they entered was wide and ornately decorated, with plush, comfortable seating scattered around. A marble fireplace dominated one wall.

The Emperor stood straight and stretched his shoulders. He shook his body a little.

"I have husbanded my energy too parsimoniously," he said, "so now I must spend it lavishly." He sighed. "So it goes." He turned to the young, elfin Minister of War. "What do you think of this matter, Idrian?"

Idrian lowered his head to hide his smile.

"Your Imperial Majesty is wise. I would follow Your Imperial Majesty's lead in this matter."

"Would you?" The Emperor walked back and forth, stretching, working out the kinks in his joints. He moved a little more freely now. "Tell me, Idrian, do you still bear a grudge for the destruction of the Chrysanthae, your people?"

Idrian's smile froze. His teeth gritted.

"Your wisdom guides the Imperium," he said stiffly, his head still down. "It is not my place to question Your Imperial Majesty."

"Hmm. As you say." The Emperor stretched some more. "Do you know why the Imperium eliminated the Chrysanthae?"

Idrian remained stiffly silent for a long moment. Slowly his jaw cracked open and he spoke.

"The Imperium feared the power of the Chrysanthae. It feared that they would take over the Imperium."

"Not quite. Did you know that they were part of the Imperium, once? The Chrysanthae were citizens."

"I am aware."

"As a species, your people betrayed the Imperium."

"That is what some people believe, yes."

"They betrayed the Imperium many times. Individually, and as a society. Over and over. They were simply a risk too great to bear, a force too destructive to those loyal to the Imperium. Their perfidy could no longer be countenanced. That is why they were ejected as citizens. That is why they warred against the Imperium. That is why they were destroyed."

"As Your Imperial Majesty says," Idrian choked out.

The Emperor sighed.

"You are the last of the Chrysanthae. I spared you as a child and ordered that you be raised in the Court. I believed that the flaw in the Chrysanthae was in their society, not in their people. That their serial betrayal was something that could be eliminated."

"Your Imperial Majesty is as kind as he is wise." Idrian stared furiously at the floor.

"Tell me, Idrian. If you had control of the Imperium, if you could wield ultimate power, what would you do?"

Idrian's face flickered between emotions. Vengeance, thoughts of war, dreams of a fire across the galaxy flitted across his mind. So much effort and struggle, working with the conspiracy for this moment, and now he didn't even need them. Could it be so easy? Would the Emperor simply hand him the throne?

He carefully considered his words.

"I would carry on your legacy, Your Imperial Majesty, ruling the Imperium with the same wisdom and justice you have always displayed, to the utmost of my abilities."

"Noble words. You certainly wouldn't do anything untoward, then? Nothing like joining a conspiracy to plunge the galaxy into eternal war?"

Idrian's mouth was suddenly very dry. He kept his head down before the Emperor to hide his face.

"I don't understand what you mean, Your Imperial Majesty."

"The Cryptographers captured a traitor some months back. One Captain Denth. He made it hard to get information out of him. Devilishly hard. Yet the Cryptographers of the Imperium are very clever, and very, very persistent. They extracted a few names from him. Rax Daggoth. Idrian Sertu. Now why would a ship's captain have those names burned into his memory?"

"I'm sure I don't know," Idrian whispered.

"Look at me."

Idrian lifted his eyes reluctantly to the Emperor.

"Tell me why."

Idrian's lower lip trembled. The Emperor, no longer looking weak and frail, stared at him with the gimlet gaze that had conquered the galaxy.

"What was it?" the Emperor asked. "What did you lack? What was not enough for you? Your life entire, I made sure you never went without. What did you ever want that I did not provide?"

Idrian's trembling stopped, and his teeth clenched.

"My due."

"Oh?"

"All my life," he snarled, "surrounded by the hate and contempt of your court. Did you think I didn't notice? Did you think I'd ignore all your insults, your slights and petty comments?" Idrian began to froth. "I deserve praise, not derision! I deserve to be worshiped! You and your stupid Imperium! I spit on you all! You're not even worth my hate! I don't even care about the conspiracy! I only care about destroying the Imperium!"

The Emperor, standing tall and straight, gazed down at him sadly.

"So you were part of the conspiracy." The Emperor shook his head. "Idrian, no one hated you. Any insults you heard were a product of your imagination, not any ill intent."

The Emperor took a deep breath and sighed.

"When I spared you as a child, many people warned me not to. They told me that no Chrysanthae could be trusted, that you would betray me and the Imperium." The Emperor drew a hand across his face. "I had hoped--so deeply I'd hoped--that they were wrong."

A heavy gloom seemed to fill the room. Idrian shrank in on himself. "Don't send me to the executioners," he said quietly.

The Emperor strode over to the fireplace.

"Oh, Idrian. I would not." He picked a sheathed sword up off the mantle. He drew it with whiplike speed, filling the room with the ring of steel. "I would not make another man bear my duty."

Idrian scrambled back. The Emperor took a second sword off the mantle and threw it at Idrian's feet.

"Take up the sword," he said. "Face me. Set aside your whispers and poison. Use a weapon of steel."

"I have something better than a sword," Idrian growled. "I have the truth. I know the facts about the so-called 'Chrysanthae War.' The Chrysanthae never attacked the Imperium. Not once! You just hated us and wanted to kill us all!"

The Emperor smiled thinly.

"Well. You're not entirely wrong, but that doesn't make you right. The Chrysanthae never would attack directly. I wish that they had, even once. One honest, open battle. I would have welcomed open warfare."

The Emperor lifted the straight, ornate sword and looked along its narrow blade.

"Instead, they worked through lies, backbiting, and deceit. False flags, assassination, and destabilization. No enemy outside the Imperium was ever so destructive as the Chrysanthae within it. That is why they had to be destroyed."

The Emperor slashed the sword through the air, frowning.

"So help me, at least one Chrysanthae will fight, even if it's the last one. Take up your weapon. I know you've been trained. I specifically requested it."

Idrian glared at the Emperor.

"You just couldn't stand that the Chrysanthae would have ruled the galaxy better than you ever could."

"Idrian, the Chrysanthae couldn't even manage their own planet. They would not pause their machinations, their petty political struggles with each other, even to feed themselves. Their starvation rate was nearly 4% per year, even on their lush homeworld, even with Imperial technology. How could they possibly have managed the galaxy?"

"Better than you," Idrian sneered.

"Very well," said the Emperor. "Defeat me, and you will be exiled from the Imperium. You may seek your fortune in another galaxy. Perhaps you will rule that better than you've ruled yourself."

"You... you are not worth fighting!" cried the courtier. "Not a worthy opponent! I won't do it!"

"Draw or die."

The Emperor lashed out with unexpected speed and grace. When he pulled back, Idrian was missing his left ear. He screamed.

"Fight!" the Emperor bellowed. "Face your enemy! Defeat me and live! Give me one clean fight!"

"I won't!"

The Emperor lunged, and a line of red opened on Idrian's left arm.

"If you're hoping for mercy," the Emperor said, "you won't find it. I hate nothing more than a traitor. Fight, or I'll cut you up into dog meat."

The Emperor lunged again. Idrian spun adroitly, dodging the Emperor's shining steel. As fast as thought, he snatched up the sword from the floor and flung the sheath off, directly at the Emperor.

The Emperor parried the flying sheath. Immediately behind the sheath attack was Idrian's blade, driving toward the Emperor's face.

The Emperor twisted. The wicked steel carved a deep channel in his cheek. Blood flowed from the wound.

"So the Emperor bleeds," Idrian said with a smile. "I always wondered."

"Finally," the Emperor replied. "A Chrysanthae fights. First blood, but we're not done yet."

Idrian swung a high, overhand blow. The Emperor raised his sword to block, but Idrian twisted his strike, spinning the blade backward suddenly. His blade swung low. The Emperor shifted his block, knocking the sword away.

Almost without pausing, Idrian spun. He thrust the point of his weapon directly at the Emperor's chest.

The Emperor swatted the strike away. He struck out at the courtier with a flat, level sweep. Idrian danced back, then brought his sword down toward the Emperor's neck.

The Emperor caught Idrian's blade on his. Idrian's momentum carried him forward, pushed against the Emperor until they were face to face, blades locked together.

To Idrian's horror, he saw the wound on the Emperor's face closing up before his eyes.

"How am I supposed to kill you when you heal like that?" he wheezed.

"Oh, you can't kill me," the Emperor said. "If you can land a blow that would kill a normal Terran, though, you'll earn your exile."

Idrian reached into his coat. His hand came out with a matte black dagger. He drove it at the Emperor's midsection. The Emperor dropped his left elbow enough to catch the blade with his arm. He grunted as the blade pierced him, lodging between the bones of his upper arm. Blood welled up around the dagger.

Idrian grinned.

"You think I can't kill you? Let's see how you deal with a poisoned Qhall blade."

The Emperor stared at Idrian levelly. Idrian pushed forward. He knew that Qhall poisons did their deadly work in seconds.

The Emperor smiled thinly at Idrian. Idrian's brow knit in confusion.

"I did warn you," the Emperor said. "You can't kill me. Now you've wasted a perfectly good Qhall blade."

Idrian's expression morphed into one of horror.

"What are you?"

"I am the Imperium." The Emperor shoved Idrian away, following up with a slash at his legs. Idrian dodged. The Emperor pulled the dagger out of his arm. "I am the first citizen." He thrust at Idrian's gut. Idrian danced back. "I am the Emperor!" He swept forward, giving the courtier a grand rising cut. Panicked, Idrian slammed his blade down on it.

The Emperor kicked out, catching Idrian in the chest. Idrian fell back a step, then lunged. The Emperor flicked his blade out. The tip knocked away Idrian's sword. The Emperor drove forward while the courtier was still off-balance. His sword slid smoothly into Idrian's chest, through his heart.

Idrian cried out, dropping his blade. His hand wrapped around the steel buried in his breast. His chest hitched as he tried to draw breath. The light in his eyes slowly dimmed.

"The last Chrysanthae finally fought," the Emperor said. "A better end than the rest of your species could manage."

Idrian fell to the floor, sliding off the Emperor's blade. Blood pooled around his body.

The Emperor stepped back, a sad look in his eyes.

"A better end, but I would that you had chosen differently, Idrian."
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The Ministers still nattered and fussed in the Council Chamber.

"What if he does choose Idrian?" someone said. "That man will be the death of us all!"

"Quiet," Minister Aster said. "The Emperor will choose wisely. If he does not, then... we will choose wisely for him. "

A somber air filled the chamber as one after another of the Ministers slowly nodded.

The doors from the Emperor's private chambers slammed open, startling everyone.

The Emperor strode back in, tall, proud and bold. No longer hunched and sickly, he held a blood-coated sword.

"Idrian Sertu was a traitor to the Imperium, and now is dead," the Emperor said in a strong, loud voice. He leveled the sword at the assembled Ministers. Blood dripped onto the floor. "Does anyone else want to try to take a hand in succession?"

The shocked Ministers unconsciously clustered closer together.

"N-no, Your Imperial Majesty," Minister Aster said.

The Emperor whipped the sword down, flicking blood droplets on them. He spun on his heel and stalked out, slamming the door behind him.
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Outside, out of sight of anyone else, the Emperor collapsed against the wall of the hallway. His sword clattered to the floor. He sank down slowly.

He'd used far too much energy today. He didn't have much left.

The Emperor needed the Change to come. Soon.


EIGHTY-ONE
ENRAPTURED AND CAPTURED


Digger flew through space, navigating between the ships of the Ninth Fleet. Admiral Stonefist piloted the shuttle with a fierce concentration that was far beyond anything required for the simple journey. Kinnit sat back in one of the seats with a small, amused smile.

"So where are we actually going?" she asked.

Grimthorn started. He glanced back at her.

"We don't really need to do any inspections today," he said. "I thought you and I could just... fly around for a bit."

Kinnit laughed, a tinkling merriment that filled the shuttle.

"All right, if you say so. We'll 'just fly around,' then." She smiled at him, watching his strong back as he deftly worked the shuttle controls, his sharp eyes as they monitored the shuttle's progress. She sighed in deep satisfaction.

"I love you," she said.

He smiled at his controls, too focused to be able to look back at her.

"I love you, too," he said.

At last they came to their destination.

"Would you like to look at the stars, Kinnit?"

"Of course."

He popped on the 360-degree portal in the little shuttle. The walls around them appeared to fall away, leaving them standing on a platform in space.

They'd flown to the edge of the Ninth Fleet. On one side was the mighty spear of the Imperium, the Ninth Fleet, a gleaming array of ships sparkling against the stars. On the other was the bright young star of the Seia System, shining as bold and yellow as the sun of Takkar. The little planet of Seia 5 hung nearby, an electric blue drop shot through with thin, reddish landmasses.

Grimthorn stood up from the console.

"It's beautiful, Grimthorn," Kinnit said.

"I would give you all of space, if I could."

She took his hand and leaned her head on his arm. They stood quietly, taking in the spectacle.

"Lieutenant Sol told me he won't report us," Grimthorn said finally, breaking the silence.

"I knew he wouldn't," she said. "He's a good person. I'm happy to hear it, though."

Grimthorn smiled.

"You have more faith in people than I do." His face grew thoughtful. "How long have we been together, Kinnit?"

"Fourteen months and two weeks," she said. "But it feels like it's only been a moment."

Grimthorn's eyebrows popped up.

"That's... very precise," he said.

"Mmhmm." She watched the stars.

"You know, after the incident with Sol, it got me thinking..." He slipped a hand into his pocket. "With everything going on, I've been trying to figure things out. About my priorities. About what matters most to me. I want to focus on what's really important to me."

She nodded, her eyes half-lidded, looking out into space.

"The protection of the Imperium," she said.

"No."

Kinnit's head came up in surprise. Grimthorn moved to stand in front of her, looking down at her with an unreadable expression.

"Kinnit, the Imperium, the Ninth Fleet, the Emperor himself, it could all fall away, but I would still hold to you. You are my most important thing."

"Grimthorn, I..." She trailed off.

He took a deep breath. He sank to one knee before her. From his pocket he drew out a small box. He opened it and held it out to her.

"Kinnit, I want to marry you," he said simply.

Her hands flew to her mouth and her eyes grew round. Nestled in the little box was a locket. The front of the locket was engraved with two crossed blaster bolts, and an Imperial destroyer superimposed over them. She reached out and took the locket, the chain trailing over her fingers. She opened it.

Within, nestled behind Darcian crystal, was a green leaf she recognized from her homeworld, and a small purple flower.

A manic giggle escaped her. Her eyes traveled back to his. His expression was one of firmly suppressed nervousness.

"Grimthorn, it's beautiful." She trembled, locked to his gaze. "Wait, you're saying you... you want to... to marry me?" Her normally pale red skin flushed redder.

"I will commit my life to you. If you'll have me, I will be, now and forever, wholly and solely yours."

Kinnit's mouth hung open. Her mind flapped loose.

Hers only? Not to share with a tribe, or to delegate to another subordinate, or simply share tasks with? All her own.

It all felt so horribly selfish, to have him exclusively. Then again... the thought of having him and him only to share her whole life with...

All his love. Just for her. And hers for him.

Grimthorn swallowed with a loud click. With horror, Kinnit realized he was still waiting for her answer.

"Yes!" she cried. Tears spilled from her eyes as laughter bubbled out of her. "Yes, yes, now and forever yes!"

He snatched her to him, enclosing her in a powerful embrace. Their lips frantically sought each other out. They drank deeply of each other's love in a long, passionate kiss.

When they finally broke apart, Kinnit laid her head on Grimthorn's chest, gasping for air.

As the heady rush of excitement ebbed, her brain started working again.

"Oh! The locket!" She cast about and found it in her lap. She gazed at it, trying to memorize every detail.

Grimthorn cleared his throat.

"I wanted to get you a ring. It's more traditional. But given the circumstances, it would raise too many questions..."

"No, this is perfect. Tell me all about it."

He smiled at the opportunity to enumerate his work.

"The body is brass--I took a button from each of our uniforms to represent our shared service, and melted them down. The front is the Medal of Distinguished Action from Arcturus. It's a medal I never deserved, but you've earned it thrice over for your service to the Imperium. The flower inside is from my homeworld of Dorvalla. The leaf, I'm sure you recognize, is from Takkar." He rubbed the back of his head. "I wish I was more of a craftsman. I would have liked it to have been more--"

"Shush, it's perfect." She held it out to him. "Put it on me, please!" she said, bouncing in her seat.

Smiling, Grimthorn took the necklace and disengaged the delicate clasp. He reached around her neck and fumbled around, his thick, blind fingers struggling to link the clasp. She smiled shyly as his face hovered close to hers.

"Are you trying to sneak another kiss?" she asked.

He reddened.

"I'm just trying to get the clasp closed," he said stiffly. Her smile took on a sly cast.

"You could, you know. If you wanted."

Finally, with a small stroke of luck, Grimthorn was finally able to get the clasp to close properly. Then he took her up on her offer.

After another satisfying round of intimacy, she tried to look down at the locket. However she twisted her head, she couldn't get a clear view. She wanted to take it off again to look at it, but poor Grimthorn had just gotten it on her. Plus, she wanted to see what it looked like around her neck.

"Grimthorn, do you have a mirror? I want to see it."

"Ah... I didn't think to bring one. I'm sorry."

Kinnit puffed her cheeks out in frustration.

"It's fine. I can look when we get back." She still twisted her head to try and see, though.

Giving up on it for the time being, she laid her head on his chest, safe in his arms. Her eyes closed in satisfaction. After a moment, they opened again.

"Grimthorn? How will we get married? Will we need to keep our marriage secret?" She laid her delicate hand on the slim gold collar around her throat. It had been fused with her flesh for so long that she'd mostly forgotten it was there. "Can we get married?"

He squeezed her close.

"I will make it happen. Whatever it takes." He pulled back and looked at her with a little smile. "Besides, I have a plan."

She sat back and looked in his face.

"Oh?"

"Well, not a plan. An idea." He cleared his throat. "You know, I've heard that the Emperor can simply confer citizenship on someone."

Her eyes widened.

"You know the Emperor?"

"Ah... not as such. I mean, I've seen him, in ceremonies and so forth." Grimthorn took a deep breath through his nostrils. "I can request an audience with him. Well, technically, any citizen can request an audience with the Emperor, they just won't get one. There's only one Emperor, after all, and a whole lot of Imperial citizens. But if the hero of Arcturus were to ask..."

"Do you think that would work? I know you don't like being called that."

"I'll let every standing man in the Navy call me 'the hero of Arcturus' for the rest of my life, if I can marry you." He shrugged. "It's easy enough to gin up an official excuse to talk with him. We're working on breaking up this conspiracy; it makes sense we'd want to discuss it with the Emperor. While we're there, just in the course of conversation, I could mention my long service with the Imperium. How I've never asked a single favor and never used my position for myself, but there's this one boon the Emperor might grant..."

Kinnit hugged him tightly around the chest.

"That would be wonderful," she said. "Do you think there's anything to really discuss about the conspiracy, though?"

"We're on the edge of breaking this thing," he said, clenching his fist. "I can feel it. The Infographers have been tracing the payments coming out of Rax Daggoth's company. There's a lot of indirection and coverup, but it's becoming clear that he's the money behind the recent surge of pirate activity. Soon we'll have enough evidence to arrest him. When we do..." Grimthorn's face darkened. "We will get the rest of the conspirators out of him."

"Then peace, finally?"

"Well... more peace, certainly."

She rested her head back on his chest.

"That would be nice. Maybe we can find a little place to set up a home. A little house somewhere on a quiet planet where nobody knows who we are. A little place just for you and me." She snuggled into him. "Just for us," she said, relishing the word.

He held her close. They were so close to achieving all their dreams, but the obstacles were so high. The Emperor, society, the conspiracy, everything.

But she wanted him, and him alone. For that, he would set his shoulder against the whole galaxy.
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Rax Daggoth frowned as he gazed out of his office window. It was a broad sheet of glass that gave him a commanding view down on Cynetropolis. The gleaming office buildings of VoidTech Industries baked beneath the oppressive sun of Cradus. Often, the view was satisfying, but today it annoyed him.

It was all going wrong. He could feel it.

This conspiracy had seemed so easy, at first. Such an obvious win. Gin up a little war, make some money, establish a firm financial footing for VoidTech in perpetuity. What businessman could turn down the opportunity for permanent financial security?

Senn had been up to something else lately, though. Ever since the Imperium had broken the back of the Oryndrax, Senn's schemes had gotten less comprehensible, less directed, almost as though he were flailing.

His plans were flailing, but Sehren Senn was not.

Rax Daggoth was used to fast, high-stakes negotiation, and he had good instincts for reading people. He could tell when they were caught by surprise, when they realized they'd been outmaneuvered, when they were trying to find an out.

Senn was doing none of those things. He definitely still had a clear plan and goal, he just wasn't sharing it with the rest of them. That was a major worry to Rax.

Even Idrian's attendance had been spotty lately. With the Emperor ill, he apparently felt that he could achieve his personal goals without the rest of them.

That left Rax twisting in the wind, bleeding cash for Senn's increasingly incoherent pirate plans.

Rax wanted out, but he felt like the girl who rode the tiger. A fine and exciting ride, and as long as she was on its back, she was safe, but as soon as she tried to get off...

He shook his head.

He needed to figure out some way to divest himself of this conspiracy, before it was too late.

A knock sounded at his door. He gave it a puzzled look. He didn't have any appointments scheduled, and any visitors should be announced by his secretary. He walked across his office and opened the door.

A short, mouse-like Musculin stood there, wearing large round glasses. He was flanked by two large, heavyset Terrans.

Rax' mouth pinched.

"Mr. Daggoth?" the mousy man said. "My name is Lucas Midosea. I'm with the Imperial Auditing office. We have some things we'd like to discuss with you."

Rax grimaced, though he tried to hide it.

"Please, feel free to come in."

"Actually, we'd rather you came with us. And we'd like you to wear this glove on your left hand. To forestall any... forgetful incidents."

One of the Terrans held out a locking glove.

Rax paled.

"What is this about?" he asked.

"Let's not play dumb, Mr. Daggoth. Payments from your office have been funding treasonous activity. Out of respect for your position, we are handling this discreetly. I have a squad of Marines on hand to drag you away, if you'd rather go that route. Now please put on the glove."

Rax' mind spun as he looked at the glove. His brain fixed on meaningless minutiae. It was strange, thought Rax, that no matter what species, accountants across the galaxy shared a similar stuck-up, myopic look.

He shook himself. He smiled insincerely and took the glove, slipping it on his left hand. It tightened, sealing itself over his hand. He looked down. The mnemonic gateway was locked away. He wouldn't be able to destroy it and flush away his memory of the Bolt of Justice.

He looked back up at the Musculin.

"I will cooperate fully with the Imperium's inquiries."

"Good. Follow me."

There it was. It was a relief, in a way. The worst was upon him. No more waiting. No more hiding. No more fretting.

He was finally off the tiger.


EIGHTY-TWO
RISING


Admiral Stonefist sat in his empty office and read the report again, with no small amount of satisfaction. Overall, he was very pleased with the arrest of Rax Daggoth. According to the report, Rax was cooperating with the investigation.

It disappointed Grimthorn a little that Rax wouldn't be dragged in to talk with the Cryptographers. He recognized, though, that disappointment was just a reflection of his personal desire for retribution manifesting itself.

In any case, he was sure all the relevant information would end up in the Cryptographers' hands in due time, and the Cryptographers would get him names. They'd get him the name he really wanted: the head of the conspiracy.

If he had that name, he would bring the full might and fury of the Imperium down on the traitor. Admiral Stonefist would make the traitor's name a warning, spoken in hushed tones for a hundred years, something to weaken the knees of anyone who ever again thought of betraying the Imperium.

Maybe that's why the Cryptographers kept some of their information from him.

He pushed aside thoughts of vengeance. He had something else to finish. He pulled out his scanner. He pursed his lips and paused only a moment before pressing the button to connect.

The scanner beeped quietly. It beeped for a long time. Grimthorn frowned. It was unusual for Dass not to answer.

Perhaps he was busy with one of his schemes. Grimthorn reached out to end the call when it connected unexpectedly.

"Hey, hey, Grimthorn my man," came Dass's voice through the scanner.

Grimthorn's eyebrows rose. Dass's voice was weak, ill-formed.

"Dass. Are you okay?"

"Good, I'm good." A quiet burbling sounded in the background. "I'm glad you called. It's good to hear from you. How are you doing?"

"I'm doing well. I called... Well, I want to thank you. For the information, and for eliminating the Lutrin spy. Kinnit told me about what you did. Because of your information, we were able to cross-reference money flows around Techterra. We arrested Rax Daggoth this morning. We're on the verge of eliminating this conspiracy, and you had a part in that, and... and I wanted to thank you. And to apologize. I was, perhaps, a bit harsh when we last spoke. I'm sorry."

"Hey, it's no worry," Dass said. "No worry at all."

"Anyway, I wanted to let you know about Rax, in case that helps your... 'projects.'"

"Oh, that's great, thanks." There was a long pause. "Just so you know, I'm not doing fieldwork anymore."

"Oh? Retirement? I didn't think you were the type."

"Ah, I'm not. Not really." Another awkwardly long pause, as though Dass were struggling with something to say. Finally he spoke.

"Grimthorn, I'm dying."

"What? How? Mucilageans don't die."

"Ah, yeah, it was the fight with Koro. I got a little sloppy, and he managed to embed a nugget of hydroflux in me. It's unbinding the proteins in my fluid. It's a progressive denaturing surfactant--ah, look, just think of it like a poison for Mucilageans."

Grimthorn stood up at his desk.

"Do you need treatment? Can we get you something?"

A bubbling cough came through the line.

"I appreciate the thought, but there really isn't any treatment. I got the hydroflux out, but the damage has been done. It's a chemical chain reaction. My corrupted fluid is attacking new fluid as soon as it's produced. There's no way to stop it."

Grimthorn hung his head.

"Is there anything I can do for you?"

"Hey, don't get sentimental on me. We both knew I'd come to a bad end someday. I just wanted to let somebody know. I... I don't want to dry up and vanish without anybody knowing." Another wet sound. "Grimthorn, you've been a good friend to me all these years. I--I'm sorry about what I did to Kinnit. You were right, I should have talked to you. I wish I had."

"Dass." Grimthorn's mouth opened, but he couldn't find anything to say.

"Don't worry, my man. You keep doing your thing. Save the galaxy. You're good at it. Anyway, I gotta run. You have a good life, and take care of Kinnit."

The line disconnected. Grimthorn stared at the silent scanner, his eyes moist. He slowly sat down.

He put his head in his hands and sat quietly at his desk for a long time.
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Kinnit bounced into the mess hall. It was after hours, but she was too energized to sleep. She fetched a cup of coffee and sat at one of the tables. She peeked around into the kitchen and saw Lucy tidying up.

"Lucy! Hi!"

The Velspyn server smiled and wiped down her pincers.

"Hey, hon! Give me a second, I'll be right out."

"Yep!" Kinnit giggled to herself. "I'm not in a hurry!"

"Did you want a little something to eat? We still have some sandwiches back here."

"Okay! That would be great!"

Lucy looked out and raised an eyebrow. Never once in her entire career had she ever heard leftover Navy sandwiches referred to as "great."

After a few minutes, she emerged, and set a sandwich in front of Kinnit. The little Kobold snatched it up and took a big bite. Lucy chuckled and sat across from her.

"Well you're full of spunk this evening. What's got you so perky?"

"Nothing!" Kinnit chirped. "I'm just happy to be here!"

"Hon, you're glowing like a reactor core. You can't tell me nothing's going on."

Kinnit giggled.

"Okay. Okay." She looked around, but the mess hall was empty except for Lucy and herself. "I shouldn't say anything, but I've been absolutely busting at the seams." She drew out a locket from under her jacket and showed it to Lucy. "Grimthorn proposed to me! And he gave me this! Isn't it great?"

Lucy looked at the locket.

"Oh, hon, that's wonderful! I'm so happy for you!" She quirked a sly smile. "I'm a little surprised you've captured our sour Admiral Stoneface so completely."

Kinnit laughed with delight.

"He's not sour! He's just a big, grumpy teddy bear."

Lucy raised a skeptical eyebrow. Literally nobody else in the Imperium would ever refer to Admiral Stonefist that way.

"Look, you can't tell anyone, okay?" Kinnit continued. "You have to promise me. We're still figuring out how to make it work. Until then, it could be dangerous for us, you know."

Lucy paused. On the one hand, she recognized the need for discretion here. As happy as the occasion might be, there was a raft of laws and regulations that their engagement violated. On the other hand, Lucy recognized what she herself was: the biggest gossip on the ship, possibly in the Ninth Fleet. And this was the magnum opus of gossip.

"Promise me!" Kinnit demanded.

"I... I will, hon. Now let me see that necklace again, and tell me all about his proposal."

The nice thing about having more limbs than most species was that it was easy to keep your digits out of sight when you had them crossed.
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Admiral Stonefist, Kinnit, and Lieutenant Sol sat in the office the following day, working. Admiral Stonefist's console beeped with the distinct sound of a new priority message.

Kinnit perked up and paused her work. A priority message usually meant "drop everything and do this instead."

Grimthorn glared at the screen as he read the message. Then his face sagged and he turned slightly gray. He pushed back from his desk and stood.

"Sir?" Kinnit said. "What's wrong?"

"Come with me, Kinnit. We need to prepare. The Imperial Office got back with me to schedule our audience with the Emperor."

"Oh, okay. Oh!" Kinnit scrambled to her feet. "So soon?"

"I thought it would take months, at best, to get an audience. I just got notice. We're scheduled for..." He glanced at his screen. "Day after tomorrow."

Kinnit swallowed.

"Come, Kinnit. We need to drill you on court protocol. There's a lot."

They swept out of the office, leaving Sol behind.

For once, Lieutenant Baric Sol was glad to be the odd man out.
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"I hope you don't think you have jurisdiction here," Chief Roeder said.

"I don't even know what that word means," said Sergeant Charr flippantly. "We're just here in case he gets frisky."

Jendi Roeder, Chief of Police of Techterra Protection Force, stood straight, flanked by six of his officers.

"I appreciate the Imperial Navy's support," he said, "but this is Techterra business. You aren't required here."

Sergeant Charr sneered. He'd only been working with Techterra police for a few hours, and the limited good humor he'd started with was already scraped away.

"If you don't want me here, take it up with the Commander of CenCom. I take orders from the Navy, not from you."

Roeder stiffened.

"I don't need a bunch of exosuited meatheads getting in the way. It's all urban interior. You guys just stay outside. You won't have room to maneuver in there."

"We make room, if we need it," Charr said, flexing the long, wickedly clawed fingers of his exosuit.

Roeder scoffed and turned away from the Marine. He spoke into his scanner.

"All units, are we in position?" Affirmatives came from all quarters. "Good. Everyone, be careful. Don't let Sehren Senn's background as a media man lull you into a false sense of security. He's a dangerous conspirator, unhinged. There's no telling how he'll react. I want him apprehended in as few pieces as we can manage. One, for preference."

General acknowledgment circled the comms channels.

"All right, let's load up and move out."

Everyone piled into their respective vehicles. The Marines loaded into an APC, and the police into their squad vehicles.

They'd staged up only a few blocks away, just far enough away to be out of sight. The key to this operation was going to be surprise.

The fleet of vehicles swept in, screeching to a halt around a luxury high-rise. Helicopters swept in overhead. Police boiled out of the squad cars.

"Follow the plan!" cried Chief Roeder. "Squads A and B, up the elevators, C and D up the stairs! Floor 36! Let's nab him before he even knows we're there!"

"Marines!" Sergeant Charr called. "Diiiiis-mount!"

A dozen exosuited Marines unfolded themselves from their vehicle. They stood nearly eight feet tall in their suits.

"Activate hoverpacks!"

Flames of jet roared from behind each Marine. With a series of hops, they leapt into the air, their hoverpacks carrying them high into the dry air of Techterra.

"Let's support the squishies!" Sergeant Charr yelled into his radio.

The squad of Marines took flight, aiming for the corner penthouse atop the building.

Within the building, officers quickly filled both elevators to capacity. One of the officers activated the priority override. The elevators rose in sync as the other squads began clambering up the stairs.

Helicopters circled overhead, watching the roof. The Marines arrived at the 36th floor first. They hovered outside, bracketing the penthouse, gazing in through the windows that wrapped the apartment.

"Anybody have eyes on the primary?" Charr called.

"Nothing yet, sir," came the reply.

"Be ready to catch him if he decides to take a dive. Private Jansen, get your thermals on. See if you can find a heat signature in there."

"Yes, sir!"

The officers in the elevators were crammed in tight. They wanted to get as many police in the elevators as they could, since it would be the quickest way up the interior of the building.

The elevators slowed, the numbers overhead slowly ticking to a stop at 34. One of the officers repeatedly punched the button.

"C'mon," he said. "We need to get to 36!"

Outside, Private Jansen reported back.

"Sir! No biologicals found, but there is one mother of a heat source in there! It's getting hotter!"

Sergeant Charr's face dropped. The world slowed for him.

"Nucleobaric bomb! Back! Back! Get back!" Sergeant Charr screamed.

The Marines spun to get away, and the top floor of the apartment building erupted in a shattering explosion. A blastwave of energy wiped the top floor of the building clean off. A rolling ball of white flame followed, momentarily brighter than the daytime sun of Techterra.

The flying Marines were engulfed in the fireball. The pressure of the explosion fired the two elevator cars back down their shafts like bullets in a gun barrel.

Chief Roeder, standing by his cruiser on the street below, jerked in shock as he watched the top of the building vanish, along with his dreams of making the biggest arrest of his career.

[image: ]


Sehren Senn sat in a coffee shop miles away. In spite of the heat of the day, he was in a long coat and a hat with a wide, floppy brim. The rest of the patrons rushed outside to see the explosion. Senn sat and frowned sourly.

"Fools," he muttered to the backs of the crowd. "You're all food. Just food." He stood and threw his coffee cup in the trash. "That's all any of you are good for."

He walked out of the coffee shop and headed for a bus to take him to Duskwind. It would be easier to slip away unseen from a spaceport out there.

Techterra was getting boring anyway. It was time for him to head out to where the action was.


EIGHTY-THREE
FINDING AN AUDIENCE


Kinnit and Grimthorn sat on the sofa in their nook, chatting. They'd spent the day drilling court protocol. It had been a grueling exercise in rote memorization, relentless comportment practice, and excruciatingly detailed explanations of history and ceremony.

Now they were taking a well-deserved break. The ISS Swordheart was on its way to the Olympus system. They planned to arrive the next day.

"I hope I don't mess up tomorrow," Kinnit said.

Grimthorn smiled.

"You'll do fine," he said. He had his own concerns, but he knew she'd do the best she could. Court protocol was famously complicated. Surely not every petitioner was expected to master the full court ceremony? It depended, he supposed, on how prickly the Emperor was about the finer details.

Kinnit fingered the slim golden collar around her throat.

"Do you think--will the Emperor really make me a citizen?" she asked.

"Kinnit, if there's anyone in the galaxy that deserves it, it's you."

She stuck her tongue out at him.

"You didn't answer my question."

Grimthorn smiled.

"I didn't. I don't have an answer. I hope he will. Even if he doesn't, we'll figure something else out. I know we can make it happen, one way or another." He paused, a frown of worry settling on his face. "Though I don't know why our audience came so fast. I'd expected to have to wait quite some time. Months, easily. Maybe a year or more." He pursed his lips in thought. "I put down that I wanted to discuss the conspiracy. Maybe the Emperor is more worried about that than I realized."

"Maybe," she said. "Just don't forget to ask about the marriage thing."

"Ask about the what, now?"

Her mouth went round with shock for a moment. Then she recognized the crinkles of mischief around his eyes. She hit him with one of the pillows from the sofa.

"You're terrible."

"I never pretended to be otherwise."

She smiled at him.

"Tell me more about marriage," Kinnit said. "What's it like?"

Grimthorn raised an eyebrow.

"I thought you knew," he said.

"I've read stories," she said, "but Kobolds don't have anything like it."

Grimthorn's brow furrowed.

"Well, what do you want to know?"

Kinnit flumped down on her stomach on the sofa. She set her chin in her hands and looked up at him.

"I don't know. Just tell me about it." She gazed at him with luminous eyes. He cleared his throat.

"Um. Well. Hm." He thought for a moment. "I... don't know so much, either. I've never been married, you know?"

"Yeah, but you're a Terran. What do they usually do in marriage?"

"Ah... well... there are probably books that have better--"

"Yeah, but I want you to tell me about it."

Grimthorn glanced around, feeling slightly trapped.

"Well... it's..."

"Mmhmm?"

Grimthorn cleared his throat. He thought for a moment.

"A marriage is when two people commit their lives to one another. When they dedicate themselves to each other."

"What do you mean, 'dedicate'?"

Grimthorn frowned in concentration.

"Well... it's a lifelong promise. Like the oaths of the Imperial Navy. It means that, whatever happens, I'll always be on your side, and you'll be on mine."

Kinnit rolled over on her back and looked at him upside down.

"So we don't ever disagree?"

"That's... no, that's not right. It's more like the crew of the Navy. We don't all get along all the time, but we're all fighting for a common goal. As I understand it, it's like that."

"Oh, that makes sense. So what are we fighting for?"

"For each other."

"Who are we fighting against?"

Grimthorn grimaced. He was feeling out of his depth.

"Um. I don't think it's quite like that."

"It sounds complicated."

Grimthorn frowned. "I don't think it is. It's just hard to explain."

She rolled back over and looked him in the eye.

"So what does it mean to you?" she asked.

"It means you are my first priority," he said without hesitation. "Now and always. And that I will never give you any reason to wonder if there is anything or anyone in my heart besides you."

She smiled slowly.

"I like that," she said. She slid over and burrowed into his arms. "All mine." She looked up at him. "Every promise you make to me, I will make to you." She reached up and stroked his face. "I will be yours forever. I will put you first. Before the Imperium, before the Navy, before anyone else. You and only you." She laid her head on his chest.

"I like that, too," he said quietly.
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Chief Roeder flung the handful of slips back into the face of the intern who'd brought them in. The intern flinched.

"What do you mean 'nothing?'" Roeder bellowed. "How could they find 'nothing?'"

"I... I don't know, sir, they just said--"

"Get out! I want Herin Kasra!"

"Y-yes, sir." The intern meekly began picking up slips from the floor.

"Leave that trash alone! Get Detective Herin in here, now!"

The intern scrambled for the door, only too happy to be away from the fuming Chief of Police.

A minute later, a thin man in a black suit and round spectacles walked into Roeder's office.

"You wanted to see me?"

Roeder snatched up a sheaf of slips and waved them at Herin.

"Thirty-two dead officers! Twelve dead Marines! A luxury apartment building blown halfway to the moon! Worst of all, we look like a bunch of bumbling morons in front of the whole Imperium! All that, and you idiots can't find anything tying this maniac to the conspiracy? Not one single shred of evidence?"

Herin sniffed and looked coolly at Roeder.

"You call Sehren Senn a maniac, but I disagree. He was very rational, methodical. The mechanism for the bomb was carefully thought out, well researched and planned--"

"Who cares how he planned it? Except for the fact that he detonated a restricted nuclear device in the middle of the freaking city, we've got nothing on this guy at all!"

Herin raised an eyebrow and brushed some invisible dust from his immaculate jacket.

"My point, sir, is that he expected to get caught at some point. He expected us to come for him. We didn't interrupt his plans. He interrupted ours."

"What are you even talking about?"

"Sir, if you randomly selected any resident of Techterra and gave me leave to investigate them fully, with access to all financial records, I would find some crime they'd committed, intentionally or otherwise. I could probably find enough to put about half of them in prison. But with this Senn, everything is perfectly clean. There is nothing in his financials to raise an eyebrow. No gambling or vice. His social contacts were mild, limited, unconcerning. We swept what was left of his apartment, and there was nothing untoward. Even his political donations were modest and moderate. He is the very definition of 'flying below the radar.'"

"What does any of that matter?"

"It means, sir, that he knew exactly what he was doing. It means that he had exceptional operational security. It means that he knew more about what we'd be looking for than you do. He's certainly already off-planet, and we have no idea what he's planning next."

"Don't you say that he's off-planet outside this office! We will keep the dragnet going until we find him!"

Herin held up a forestalling hand.

"By all means. We must do the visible, needful work, I'm not arguing against that. I'm just saying we won't find him."

Chief Roeder sat heavily down in his chair and ground the heels of his hands into his eyes.

"Cripes, what a mess."

"Political, or procedural?"

"Yes." Roeder sat forward. "Look, I need something on this guy. Find a lead. Find out where he went. What he did. Where he got a freaking nuclear device. Anything!"

"I will continue to look. I do not hold out any great hope of finding anything meaningful with our current methods."

Roeder pinned him with a fierce gaze.

"Herin, I need you to find something. I know you have resources. I don't want to know details, I just want results. Any means necessary."

Herin smiled thinly.

"I understand perfectly, sir. I will need some... discretionary spending."

Roeder's mouth twisted.

"The department's travel budget. Use whatever you need. Cash only. Avoid paperwork wherever you can. Don't make me have to field a bunch of questions I don't even want answers to."

"I will be in touch, sir."

The thin man withdrew quietly, leaving Roeder alone in the mess of his office.
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Kinnit stepped out of the Imperial transport. Their journey on Olympus had taken nearly as long as their journey to Olympus. The security protocols had to be experienced to be disbelieved. It made sense, but... whew.

On the plus side, if she had any latent medical issues, the extremely in-depth scans they'd received would certainly have caught them.

Now that they were past security, she could enjoy the sights and sounds of the heart of the Imperium.

She took a deep breath.

She and Grimthorn were in a courtyard before the Sedes Imperialis, the grand structure that housed the Imperial government: the Imperial Council, the Hall of Judges, and the Emperor himself.

People bustled about, some harried, rushing from place to place, some with their faces buried in their scanners, some with regal aloofness. Kinnit felt as though she and Grimthorn stood out, even though nobody was paying them any real attention.

For security purposes, they hadn't been allowed to wear their own clothes in; they'd been required to dress in simple white togas provided to them. It was awkward for Kinnit. She wasn't used to having loose cloth swishing around her ankles. She looked over at Grimthorn. In spite of the simplicity of their clothing, she had to admit that he looked... very good in a toga. Even if it left more of his scars visible. He filled it out handsomely.

She shook her head. This was not the time for thinking about that. She turned her attention back to the Sedes.

Her breath quickened as she took in the massive white structure. It was built in a classic, tasteful style: tall, sweeping spires, gently curving walls, crystalline stained-glass windows with glittering golden leadwork, and everything clad in white marble. The stones under their feet, too, were white marble. The stairs leading to the Sedes proper stretched across the entire width of the courtyard, following its contours. They were comfortably low and deep.

"Grimthorn... it's so beautiful."

"It should be. It is the physical manifestation of the glory of the Imperium." He took a deep breath. "It stirs my heart. It brings me back to how I felt when I first joined the Navy."

She smiled up at him.

"I'm glad," she said.

They looked at the grand structure for a while.

"Well," Grimthorn said finally. "Are you ready?"

"To be married to you? Definitely."

Grimthorn smiled, and they mounted the stairs to the Sedes Imperialis.

Inside the grand front hall, they checked in with Registration, which sent them to another area of the Sedes. The receptionist there sent them to another, and so on, going through a series of receptionists and check-ins, slowly spiraling further into the Byzantine center of the building. They walked onward and upward. Always up. Lifts, stairs, and the occasional escalator sought always to bring them higher.

At long last, they found themselves in a great hallway. The ceiling was easily five stories overhead, and the hallway was broad enough to play a restrained round of regulation rook-fort. Grand, high windows towered far overhead. White marble, red silk, and gold highlights dominated the decor.

They sat quietly on one of the long, low benches against the wall, waiting with the other supplicants. The air was cool, gently wafting past them. The quiet bustle of work could be heard in the background. The atmosphere seemed to require either hushed whispers or no speech at all.

Grimthorn and Kinnit didn't converse, but sat together, admiring the Sedes. Grimthorn quietly took her hand, scooting a little closer to her to hide that they were holding hands. Kinnit looked up at him in surprise and he smiled at her.

They sat in silence for quite some time. Without warning, Kinnit gigglesnorted.

"What's that?" Grimthorn asked quietly. Kinnit clapped her hands over her mouth, but giggles kept escaping her. "What is it?" he asked.

"'Sedes Imperialis,'" she said. "It's Old Imperial."

"Of course," he said. "It means 'the throne of the Imperium.'" He looked at her quizzically.

"Right. Right. But 'Imperialis' could also be translated 'of the Emperor.' And 'sedes' literally translated means 'seat,' but it could also mean... you know..."

Grimthorn raised an eyebrow.

"We're in the Emperor's butt," she squeaked. Then she erupted in laughter. She slapped her hands back over her mouth. Tears erupted from the corners of her eyes as she tried to stifle herself.

"That's... one interpretation, I suppose," Grimthorn said slowly.

"I'm sorry! I don't know why that's so funny!" Her face took on a horrified cast in the midst of her frantic laughter. "I'm so nervous!"

"It's okay," he said, rubbing her back. "We'll be fine. We'll be just fine."

An official in white and red livery stepped into the hallway from the direction of the throne room.

"The Emperor will now grant audience to Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist and Assistant Kinnit Longlegs," he said in a loud, clear voice.

Kinnit's laughter died immediately, the tears of mirth drying on her face. Grimthorn stood.

"Are you ready?" he asked.

"No," she said in a tiny voice.

He smiled at her.

"Come. Our future lies just beyond that door."

She wanted to take his hand, but she couldn't. Not out here where people could see.

She stood, lifted her head, and took a deep breath.

"Let's go," she said.


EIGHTY-FOUR
TESTS AND BOONS


Kinnit and Grimthorn walked into the throne room of the Emperor, the pinnacle of power in the Imperium.

Grimthorn's stomach flip-flopped. He kept his face rigidly controlled as he scanned the throne room.

It was massive and open. Pillars ringed the chamber. Blue sky and clouds were visible between the marble columns. A gentle, pleasant breeze blew through. White marble covered the floor. A round, red carpet--the supplicant's station--was laid out in front of the stairs to the throne. The throne itself, made of blue marble and lined with gold, was impossibly far away, atop a sweeping flight of stairs. Seated in the throne was the Emperor himself.

Grimthorn dropped his eyes to avoid looking at the Emperor, as protocol demanded. He bowed his head. A quick glance at Kinnit affirmed that she had her head down as well. He breathed a sigh of relief. She hadn't frozen.

"Just like we practiced," he muttered quietly. "You'll be just fine."

They each took three steps forward, toward the supplicant's station.

"I request to enter the Emperor's presence," they said in unison.

There was a long pause from the throne. Grimthorn sweated. This was an opportunity for the Emperor to send them away, if they'd displeased him. He kept his head respectfully bowed.

"You follow the old forms," came the voice from the throne. "Few today know them. Fewer still follow them. You may approach."

Stiffly, Grimthorn and Kinnit marched forward in a steady cadence, arriving at the supplicant's station. The blood-red carpet was thick and deep, nearly twelve feet across.

They walked into the center of it. They both sank down on their right knees, putting their right fists on the ground.

"All hail the Imperium!" they cried.

"All hail," the Emperor responded. "Rise."

They rose to their feet as one, staring straight ahead, never at the throne.

As the senior, it was Grimthorn's duty to go first.

"I am Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist," he said in a ringing voice. "I would speak with the Emperor."

Kinnit followed suit, her voice clear and strong.

"I am Assistant Kinnit Longlegs, I would speak with the Emperor."

"Very well, very well." the Emperor said. The acoustics of the room carried his voice to them perfectly, even though he was far away and speaking at a normal volume. "I know who you both are. I appreciate the old forms as much as anyone, but we dropped them for a reason. Please, simply speak."

Grimthorn froze with his mouth half-open. There was supposed to be another ten minutes or so of formality.

"Y-Your Imperial Majesty..." he began. He tried to mentally jump ahead through the ceremonies he'd so carefully planned for. All his carefully planned words flew away. "I..."

"What have you come to speak with me about, Admiral?" The Emperor's voice was brisk, but not unkind.

"If it please Your Imperial Majesty," Kinnit broke in, "we came to talk about this conspiracy."

"Yes?"

Kinnit's intervention had broken Grimthorn's mental logjam. He gave her a quick, relieved smile of thanks and turned toward the Emperor.

"Your Imperial Majesty, we believe we are nearly at the point of breaking the conspiracy--the Bolt of Justice--wide open. With the arrest of one of their primary members, we will soon have the ability to--"

"Admiral Stonefist, you may look up here, please. I don't want to talk to the top of your head. You as well, Assistant Kinnit."

Grimthorn's mouth locked open again. He looked up.

The Emperor sat in his throne in full regalia: red velvet, white silk, and gold. He was gaunt, his skin was taut against his skull. His appearance was a bit of a shock. Grimthorn had expected him to be fleshier. At his elbow stood a Cryptographer, its blank goggles staring back at them.

"Admiral, your information about the conspiracy is out-of-date."

"What? I mean, what, Your Imperial Majesty?"

"The conspiracy is already broken." He held up one finger. "Eklin Denth the Captain. Captured and currently undergoing intensive questioning by the Cryptographers." He raised another finger. "Rax Daggoth the industrialist. Arrested and in an Imperial cell, cooperating with our inquiries." Another finger came up. "Idrian Sertu, the courtier. Summarily executed." A fourth finger. "Sehren Senn, the media specialist. Escaped capture by setting off an explosion in downtown Techterra, but no longer has access to his finances or facilities. I'd say the conspiracy has been well and truly broken."

Grimthorn's mouth closed tightly. All his struggle and work, and most of it was done while he wasn't looking. Furthermore, the promising leads he'd planned to share were meaningless, with nearly everyone caught.

How could he ask for a boon now?

"That's wonderful news, Your Imperial Majesty!" Kinnit chirped.

The Emperor smiled indulgently.

"You're quite right, dear."

Grimthorn's mouth worked a couple of times before he could find words to speak.

"Wh-what of Koro Melemann?" Grimthorn asked.

"He was no part of the conspiracy. He was simply an old spy who couldn't let go of the work. Used by Sehren Senn."

Grimthorn was crestfallen.

"I... I'm so very sorry for wasting Your Imperial Majesty's time," he managed in a strained voice.

"Admiral, you don't personally have to capture every conspirator in the galaxy. It's not your role anyway. Now what did you really come here for?"

"Y-Your Imperial Majesty?"

"Admiral, nobody requests an audience with the Emperor of the Imperium without having at least three layers of schemes planned. Your approach, while refreshingly ham-fisted, is no different." He looked at Grimthorn, considering. "If it's any comfort, I do know of your role in breaking the conspiracy. It was your efforts that brought Denth down and allowed the entire conspiracy to be unwound."

"It was Kinnit," Grimthorn managed.

"I'm sorry?"

"It was Assistant Kinnit who was responsible for bringing down Denth. Without her, we'd be..." he paused, trying to think back through all she'd done. "The Imperium would be in a bad place. Very bad." He tried to work more moisture into his mouth. "The conspiracy would still be hidden. The Oryndrax would still be freely attacking our outposts and colonies. Also, I'd be dead." He took a shaky breath. "We came, truly, to petition you to make her a full citizen of the Imperium."

The Emperor gave him a steady gaze.

"The mighty Grimthorn Stonefist, hero of Arcturus, breaker of conspiracies and the very ideal of the Imperium, could ask for anything across the galaxy. Yet he asks citizenship for his Assistant. Why?"

Grimthorn swallowed heavily. He'd known this question was coming; he'd debated mightily within himself how to answer it. How to spin it. In the end, though, he'd decided there was only one path. Only one thing he could say.

"I love Kinnit with everything in me. My sincerest wish is to marry her."

The Emperor sat back in his throne. He was quiet for a long time.

"You know the law, I take it?" the Emperor said finally. "The laws I personally established?"

"I do, Your Imperial Majesty."

"So you've been carrying on an illegal relationship, and now you come here, hoping to get some legal coverage for your behavior."

"That is not how I would put it, Your Imperial Majesty."

"By all means, how would you put it?"

"Your Imperial Majesty, I will marry Kinnit, whatever you say. I only hope to be able to do so as a loyal citizen of the Imperium."

The Emperor frowned.

"Bold of you to come into my throne room and throw your crimes right in my face."

Grimthorn's face went ashen. He bowed his head.

"It was not my intent to offend, Your Imperial Majesty," he said. "Only know that my love for Kinnit is strong and true, and our request is founded on a desire to be with each other, not to avoid the consequences of the law."

"Hm. And you, young Kobold. What have you to say about all this? What would you do if I freed you? What would you do with citizenship?"

Kinnit saluted sharply.

"I would marry Grimthorn Stonefist. Beyond that, I would do the same as I have done as a Subject Species, Your Imperial Majesty. Serve the Imperium to the best of my ability, grow her power and show her glory to the galaxy. I would also continue to work for my people, the Kobolds of Takkar, to bring them all to citizenship and give them access to the stars."

The Emperor leaned over the arm of his throne to speak with the Cryptographer. Grimthorn supposed it must have been outside the acoustic zone that brought the Emperor's words down to the supplicant's station, because he couldn't hear a thing.

The Emperor finished speaking with the Cryptographer and stared at Kinnit. The Cryptographer came forward, sweeping down the stairs. The distance was great, but the Cryptographer's long legs brought him swiftly forward.

The oppressive feel of the Cryptographer grew in Grimthorn with each step it took. Grimthorn's thoughts grew dark, destructive. He clenched his jaw and forced his face to stillness as his soul roiled within him.

Then he glanced at Kinnit and it all nearly came undone.

Kinnit, so joyful, so strong, always tall and straight, was shivering, cowering. Tears rolled down her face, and a low keening wail was building in her throat.

Grimthorn grimaced. Of course. She hadn't spent any time around the Cryptographers. She'd probably even been under sedation when her collar was put on. She'd never had a chance to learn to deal with their unique psychic oppression. Now she was getting the full, unfiltered, unfettered blast of its presence against her sensitive psyche, and she was crumbling. She sank to her haunches and put her hands over her head.

Grimthorn laid a steadying hand on her back.

"Shh, it will be fine," he said. "Whatever happens, it will be fine. I'm right here."

The Cryptographer stood before her, tall and imposing. Its face tentacles writhed and flopped as it gazed at her wordlessly. Light gleamed off the dark lenses of its goggles.

It reached out one taloned claw to the quivering Kobold. She cried out in terror.

Before Grimthorn could think, he'd thrust his body between them.

"What do you think you're doing?" Grimthorn growled.

"Stand down, Admiral," the Emperor said. "The Cryptographer is executing the judgment of the Emperor."

Admiral Stonefist glared into the blank goggles of the Cryptographer. With slow deliberation, he moved aside. His hands unconsciously curled into fists.

The Cryptographer leaned down. Its talons laid on Kinnit's throat. Grimthorn clung to his fury with every last shred of willpower he possessed, to keep from striking down the Cryptographer.

The talons moved on her neck, a tiny, delicate dance, almost faster than sight. Then the Cryptographer stepped back.

Kinnit gasped.

Her collar glowed, blinked twice, then went dark. Now, instead of a golden color, it was a dull yellow.

"What did you..." Grimthorn started, his fists unclenching.

A seam opened at the back of the collar. It separated, and with agonizing slowness it peeled apart, falling away from her skin. In less than a minute, the collar had separated from her neck and fallen to the floor.

"You are no longer Subject Species Kinnit," said the Emperor, "but citizen Kinnit. You have proven your value to the Imperium, above many others."

Kinnit's hands flew to her throat, feeling the ridges on her neck where the collar had been sealed to her for so long. She looked up at the Cryptographer in disbelief.

"The... skin... will... heal... in... a... few... days," the Cryptographer croaked.

She trembled, looking up at the chthonic giant, her breath trembling on the edge of weeping.

"Does everyone feel this way around you?" she asked.

The Cryptographer gave her a long, unreadable look.

"Yes," it said finally.

She quivered as she stared directly at the Cryptographer's goggles.

"You can't be around anyone. Nobody can talk to you. You must be lonely."

The Cryptographer's head tilted slightly.

"I... am... many. I... am... never... alone."

With fresh tears collecting in the corners of her eyes, she stepped forward.

"Thank you," she said. Then she put her arms around the Cryptographer in a gentle hug.

Everyone in the throne room froze. The height difference between them meant that she barely came up to the Cryptographer's torso. After a brief moment, she stepped away.

Silence reigned.

"This... is... a... strange... one," the Cryptographer said, finally. "An... inexplicable... puzzle."

The Cryptographer stepped back, and returned to the Emperor's side, the oppression of its presence fading. Grimthorn wasn't sure, but it seemed to him that the Cryptographer retreated faster than it had come down.

The Emperor cleared his throat.

"Well. Well." He harrumphed and glanced at Grimthorn. "Now. Kinnit Longlegs. Citizen Kinnit."

Now free from the psychic scrambling of the Cryptographer, Kinnit was able to fully appreciate what had happened. She looked at the dull, discarded collar on the ground, and a tiny squee of excitement escaped her. She bowed deeply.

"Thank you, Your Imperial Majesty! Thank you so much!" She turned to Grimthorn, fairly vibrating. "I'm a citizen!" she whispered to him, pointing at her neck. He smiled warmly at her. Then the Emperor continued speaking.

"You are a full citizen of the Imperium. What now will you do? You may marry Admiral Stonefist, or..." the Emperor leaned forward in his throne. "Or do anything that you desire. I hereby grant you an Imperial boon. Ask of me what you will. Your hope of citizenship and an Imperial career is no longer tied to Admiral Stonefist. If you wish I can put you in any job, any place in the galaxy. You may follow any path you like. If you wish it, you can be free of the Admiral, even of the Navy."

Grimthorn felt suddenly sick to his stomach at the Emperor's words.

Kinnit stood up straight and looked the Emperor directly in the eye.

"Begging Your Imperial Majesty's pardon, and I mean no disrespect, but you do not have the authority to free me. You can add my name to the rolls of the citizens or cast me out of the galaxy. You can put me in the highest position or in the darkest prison of the Imperium. But my heart remains bound, now and forever, to Grimthorn Stonefist. No power of yours can change that."

The Emperor laughed in delight, loud and long.

"Well, boldness is the order of the day. So be it. Nevertheless, my word stands. I have granted one hero of the Imperium his boon, now I will grant another hers. What would Kinnit Longlegs ask of her Emperor?"

"Your Imperial Majesty, I do have one thing to ask," she said slowly. "I have a friend who is dying. We know of no medicine or technology that can save him. I would ask... if you have some way... Your Imperial Majesty has lived long, and if you had some way to save him..."

"I have no medical technology that is hidden from the rest of the Imperium," said the Emperor sadly. "My longevity is not due to any technology. But tell me more about your friend, let us see if there is anything we can do."

"Your Imperial Majesty, he is a loyal servant of the Imperium. He was poisoned while fighting the conspiracy in Techterra. His name is Dass Gunstar. He's a Mucilagean."

The Emperor's response was galvanic. His eyes widened, he gripped the arms of his throne, and leaned forward.

"Go on."

Kinnit's lower lip trembled. She glanced at Grimthorn, who was too stunned by the turn of events to interject.

"He... he's been infused with hydroflux," she said. "It's killing him." She cleared her throat. "I would have you save him, if you could. That is what I ask of the Emperor of the Imperium."

The Emperor gave the Cryptographer at his side a long, meaningful look. Slowly he turned back to Kinnit.

"I can promise nothing about the outcome," the Emperor said, "but if he will come to me willingly, I will do everything in my power to save him."

Kinnit let out a sigh of relief.

"Thank you again, Your Imperial Majesty. Your graciousness is boundless."

The Emperor gave her a hooded look.

"Is it?" he said, half to himself. "The line between blessing and curse is often thinner than anyone realizes."


EIGHTY-FIVE
THE ARCTURAN DETACHMENT


Sehren Senn sat in the back of the transport and glowered at the rest of the passengers. They were a mix of traveling laborers, vacationing families, and a smattering of businessmen.

The craft was clean, but the seats were cramped. The standard jumpspace safety and preparation lecture was droning from the overhead speakers. One couple near the front of the craft had a crying child.

That was going to get unpleasant when they hit jumpspace.

He'd never been on a lower-class transport before. Not that he needed to save the money--he had plenty squirreled away in accounts under different identities, thanks to Koro's advice--but by traveling this way, he was less likely to draw attention.

He read the informational pamphlet in his hands again.

"Welcome to Astro Budget Spacelines!" it read.

"We hope you enjoy your travels with us! Please review the following information about space travel that will help you understand what you may experience during spaceflight, and how to have a safe and comfortable journey.

"In the course of your journey, you will enter a new realm known as 'jumpspace'. If you have not experienced jumpspace before, you may find this part of the journey disconcerting or frightening. Please be reassured that jumpspace travel is a safe and effective means of traversing the vast distances of interstellar space. It is used by every major cargo hauler, spaceline, and military vessel in the Imperium! Please rest assured that we here at Astro Budget use only the latest jumpspace buffers in all our passenger vessels.

"The duration of travel in jumpspace is usually only a few minutes, though you may dip into jumpspace several times during your journey, depending on your flight path. Please note that once your craft has entered jumpspace, it cannot exit jumpspace for any reason until it has reached its destination.

"If you have experienced jump sickness before, or if you have severe anxiety or medical conditions, you may request a mild travel sedative to help you during jumpspace traversal.

"Thank you for choosing Astro Budget Spacelines, and we wish you a pleasant flight!"

Senn sneered at the pamphlet and folded it back up. He'd read it three times now. It was not in any way interesting, but he didn't have anything better to do.

He hadn't had time to grab anything when he left his apartment. He'd barely gotten enough notice to set the trap that destroyed any evidence he might've left behind. As a result, he didn't have his MindCenter, the little device that held his entire collection of books, music, and holos. His one regret, besides getting caught, was that he hadn't grabbed that on his way out the door.

Space travel was mind-numbingly dull without some kind of distraction.

He unconsciously reached for the pamphlet again, but pulled his hand back. This journey would only be a couple of hours, with three stints in jumpspace. He needed to endure. He pinched his lips and stared at his fellow passengers. He read the warnings over the exits. He played with the seat adjustments.

Senn sighed. Of all the problems he'd thought through, every contingency he'd planned for in the event of his exposure, he'd never expected he'd just be bored.

He gritted his teeth. He'd have to pick up a holo chip or something at the next spaceport.
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Kinnit frowned as she flipped through the slips in her stack. She was walking down the halls of the ISS Swordheart with a sheaf of slips in her hand. Grimthorn had asked her to review some discrepancies in the mess hall's budget, but she was having trouble figuring out what data he had that made him think there were discrepancies. She wanted to ask him about it, but he'd been out all afternoon, and now he wanted her to come to the mess hall to help him do a manual inventory.

She shook her head. It didn't make sense; the numbers all lined up like they should. She was buried in her slips, so focused on the data that she didn't notice how bare of people the halls were.

Kinnit was heads-down, reading through a particularly complicated bit of the inventory when she pushed through the double doors to the mess hall.

"SURPRISE!" everybody yelled.

Kinnit squawked in shock. The tables in the mess hall had been moved aside to make room for a huge crowd of people. To Kinnit, it looked like the entire crew of the Swordheart was crammed into the mess hall. A large banner hung across the back wall reading "WELCOME TO THE IMPERIUM, CITIZEN KINNIT!" The monitors on the walls showed the messes of other ships of the Ninth Fleet, each of them packed with people.

In the center of the mob stood Admiral Stonefist, his arms folded, with a big, genuine smile on his face.

Kinnit covered her mouth with both hands, mussing her carefully organized stack of reports. Big tears filled her luminous eyes as she took in the decorations, the big cake, and most of all, the people.

"You all... did this for me?" she asked quietly.

The mess was suddenly filled with whooping, noise, and laughter. Kinnit bit her lip, maintaining the best control she could over her emotions. She didn't want to start bawling. People came by and slapped her on the back, high-fived her, congratulated her. She nodded in response to everyone, not trusting herself to speak. She looked at Grimthorn, who had a very self-satisfied look on his face.

Slowly, and with many interruptions from well-wishers, she made her way to the middle of the room where Grimthorn was.

"Grimthorn! Did you do this?"

"I did not," he said in his most serious voice. But a look of mischief crinkled his eyes.

"You did!"

"I only let a few crew members know the good news. They all did the rest." He looked over the assembled crowd. "I didn't object. It's been a long time since we've had a fleet-wide party. It's good for morale, you know."

She playfully slapped his arm.

"Thank you, Grimthorn."

"Thank them, not me. I might have encouraged it, but everyone here set this up." He looked directly into her eyes. "You're important to so many people, Kinnit. Not just some abstract Imperium, not just to the power of a mighty fleet, but you're important to the people. Our people. The people of the Ninth Fleet care about you, because you care about them."

"Stop," she said in a warbling voice. "You're going to make me cry in front of all these people."

"I'm sure they will forgive you."

She stuck her tongue out at him. He grinned. She started to choke up again, but fortunately the milling throng mobbed her, and she was able to chat and relax and enjoy the wonderful party everyone had put together for her.

[image: ]


Several days later, in his office, Admiral Stonefist's jaw stiffened.

He hated how the Cryptographers had manipulated him into this. But it was time. The pirate threat had been tamped down, he and Kinnit were... well, on a path forward.

It was time to retrieve the Arcturan detachment.

His mind rolled back to the battle so many years before. His hubris, the battle with the Dragonscale pirates over the skies of Arcturus. They'd still never figured out how a gang of pirates--even one so well-organized as the Dragonscale pirates--had gotten their hands on a quantum disruptor.

His brow drew down as the battle replayed itself, running along well-worn grooves in his mind. The unbelievable flare of the torpedo, the spinning gravitational flux numbers fed back from the scanners as the jumphole destabilized, the dead stillness in that region of space as it collapsed, trapping 43 ships of the Imperium in jumpspace.

The Imperium had opened the jumphole back up, nearly a year later. Admiral Stonefist had held out a small hope--a one in a billion hope--that the lost detachment would pop out of jumpspace when the jumphole was re-opened.

No trace of the lost Arcturan detachment had ever been found.

After that, Grimthorn hoped that the end had come quickly for them. With no exit, trapped in there, scientists theorized that their very atoms would unwind, dissipating in the roiling chaos of jumpspace.

Grimthorn had spent many nights staring at the ceiling of his quarters, wondering what it felt like to have the atoms of your body simply disintegrate. Maybe it didn't feel like anything at all. Maybe it was just... peace.

He'd never really believed that, however hard he tried.

Now, the Cryptographers had brought home a truth that was worse than anything he could have imagined. Not only had they not passed quickly, they had not passed at all. They were still trapped in jumpspace, flying through the galaxy to who-knows-where.

Well, someone knew. The Aberrant.

He didn't know what arcane torment the Cryptographers had inflicted on one of their own, but now they had one that could "break the rules." Whatever that meant.

Cryptographers were the only ones who seemed to know what the "rules" were. Apparently, one of the rules was "no pulling people out of jumpspace."

Except now, they were going to do just that.

As far as Grimthorn understood, all the Aberrant was going to do was calculate a time and a place for them to open a jumphole.

He poked the button on his scanner. After the requisite negotiation for an encrypted channel, a familiar voice seeped into the room.

"Admiral... Stonefist," it said.

"I'm ready," he said.

"The... Aberrant... is... already... waiting," the Cryptographer said. "At... these... coordinates. In... two... days."

He hated more than he could say that the Cryptographers had him pegged so well.

"We'll be there," he said.

"Bring... only... one... ship."

"Understood."

"We... are... sorry."

"Sorry for what? Hello?" Grimthorn ground his teeth. They'd already disconnected.

Another of their rules, apparently, was that they couldn't communicate like normal people.

Maybe he could get some straight answers out of this Aberrant.
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Kinnit sat rigidly in her seat on Digger. Grimthorn sat in the pilot's seat, silently working the controls.

They were near a jumphole nexus. It was an unremarkable sector: no nearby stars, planets, nebulae, or energy signatures. What it did have was an array of jumpholes, most of them manufactured by the Imperium to facilitate travel to more interesting sectors.

The Cryptographer's ship had led them to an area outside the nexus, an empty area of space nearly a day's travel away. Now Grimthorn and Kinnit were traveling to the Cryptographer's ship to pick up the Aberrant.

Kinnit plucked nervously at her fingers.

Grimthorn had made it clear it was not the plan he would have chosen, but it was what the Cryptographers required. Kinnit was on hand to manage the roadbuilder torpedoes.

The closer they got to the Cryptographer's ship, the more nervous she got.

Her last interaction with a Cryptographer, in the Emperor's throne room, filled her with shame. She'd been so full of fear, her mind roiling with terror. She had tried so hard to suppress the terror, to face it with the same solid fearlessness that Grimthorn had, but she'd been so scared. It was only after the collar had been removed that she'd been able to regain a measure of equanimity. She ran a hand along her neck. Already, she could barely feel the ridges of skin the collar had left.

This time, she resolved to do better. To be better.

The ISS Swordheart hung nearby, waiting for their return.

The little shuttle drifted across space to the Cryptographer's ship, an ominous construct of spires, towers, and ornate facades.

In spite of all her fine intentions, Kinnit's shoulders tensed as Digger approached the Cryptographer's ship. It might have been her imagination, but she felt that she could already sense the greasy fingers of the Cryptographers' presence oozing across her mind. Her face subconsciously curled into a snarl as they approached.

Grimthorn docked them carefully in the midst of a bristle of spires. The seals locked in and the hatch irised open. Two figures stood at the entrance.

A low growl began in Kinnit's throat.

"Welcome aboard," Grimthorn said stiffly.

Broca Brangwin strode in. A tall Cryptographer followed him. Unlike all other Cryptographers, this one's cloak was blood-red.

Kinnit was on her feet, backing toward the console, clinging to the already-frayed edges of her emotions.

"Shh, it's okay," Grimthorn said quietly to her. He turned to Broca Brangwin.

"Good to see you again, Lieutenant." He nodded to the Aberrant. "I thank you for your sacrifice for the people of the Imperium."

The Aberrant gazed at Grimthorn wordlessly. There was no expression on its face--it was hard to tell what its face even was, under the tentacles and goggles--but Kinnit felt strongly that it exuded a feeling of mild amusement.

"I have the coordinates for you, Admiral," Broca Brangwin said. He handed his scanner to Admiral Stonefist, who put the waypoint data into the console. He handed the scanner back.

"Thank you, Lieutenant." Grimthorn looked him up and down. "How are you doing? With your service?"

Broca Brangwin seemed strangely tense.

"I am well," he said.

Admiral Stonefist turned the shuttle and began flying to the waypoint.

"You've been working for the Cryptographers for a long time now," he said. "Nearly a year, is that right? I thought there was a six-month limit on service with the Cryptographers."

"I am suited to the work," Broca said.

Grimthorn's mouth twisted.

"Well, as long as you're... okay."

"I am well."

"Well... good, I suppose. I thank you for helping us today."

Kinnit watched Broca's face. A strange mix of emotions ran across it.

"I do not like this one," Broca said finally.

"This one what? This duty?"

"This Aberrant. It is wrong."

That raised Grimthorn's eyebrows and he turned from the console.

"Is there anything I should be aware of?"

"It can break the rules," Broca said, his flat, emotionless voice gaining an edge. "It wants to break the rules. I do not like it."

"Me neither," Kinnit growled.

"Because... I... am... free," the Aberrant said in a voice like the grating of broken glass. A smug sense of satisfaction rolled off it.

Kinnit hissed at it.

"Quiet, you," Broca said to the Aberrant. "You are only here to speak the one word."

"Okay, let's all--let's calm down," Grimthorn said. His voice was steady, but his face was red as he struggled with the emotions running through him. "Everyone stay calm. We'll be done with this soon. We'll just be quiet until we've gotten through this."

The shuttle soon arrived at its destination. Broca gave Grimthorn some guidance on the shuttle's orientation. Kinnit prepared the torpedo tubes. Her hands were shaking. She was filled with an inexplicable rage and hatred, as though she were trapped under the tearing claws of a predator. She knew she would be ashamed again later, but right now she struggled to contain her fury. She wanted to scream, to thrash, to destroy.

She wanted to kill.

She vented the torpedo tubes and armed the torpedoes. She set them to detonate at the designated coordinates. Digger had been loaded with the latest roadbuilders. After her adventure at the black hole, Navy technologists had been able to develop more advanced roadbuilder torpedoes. These new ones were designed with a small antimatter core that, when detonated, would create a local gravity well. They would open a self-stabilizing jumphole.

It would only last for a few hours, but that would be more than enough time to get everyone out. If the Arcturan detachment was even there.

"The torpedoes are ready," she said, forcing her voice to steadiness.

"The Aberrant will speak when it is time to fire," Broca Brangwin said.

Kinnit held her hand over the console, her fingers curled, her claws extended. Her breath rushed through her nostrils as she kept her teeth clenched.

The Aberrant lifted one taloned hand.

"Ten seconds," Broca said.

The silence stretched out.

"Now," the Aberrant said.

Kinnit's finger hit the fire control. The two roadbuilders streaked away from the shuttle, leaving yellow trails behind them.

At the designated coordinates, they flared, actinic blue light spraying through space. Kinnit watched the sensors, burying her redlining emotions as best she could in the routine of work.

"Jumphole open," she said. "Gravitational stabilizer detonating in 3... 2... 1... now."

Nothing visible happened, but the rapidly spinning numbers on the console settled down and began ticking over at a normal pace.

"Jumphole is stable," she said, "but the readings are erratic. I can't tell if there's mass in there."

For long seconds nothing happened.

"Did we miss it?" Grimthorn asked. "Nothing's showing on the scanners."

"They... are... come," the Aberrant said.

Without warning, ships began streaming out of the jumphole. Grimthorn bolted to his feet, his face warring between hope and fear. The proud insignia of the Ninth Fleet was blazoned on each ship.

"It's them," Grimthorn said.


EIGHTY-SIX
DASS'S DEAL


The canister was wheeled down the halls of the Sedes Imperialis. It was eight feet long and glossy white, featureless and smooth. The cart that carried it was pushed along by one of the innumerable Imperium servants that worked in the Sedes.

It wound its way further into the interior with steady slowness.

After a long journey, it rolled to a stop outside the Emperor's private chambers.

The Emperor bustled up shortly after.

"In here," he said.

The servant rolled the canister into the meeting room. The Emperor followed. As he entered, he noted again how well they'd managed to get the blood out of the carpet. Or perhaps they'd simply put in all-new carpet. It was hard to say.

"Thank you. You may go," the Emperor said to the servant.

Once he was alone, he opened the clasps on the canister. It split open lengthwise, the top opening like a coffin. Within the thickly insulated interior was a fleshy puddle.

"I'm very glad to finally meet you, Dass Gunstar," the Emperor said.

The puddle slowly, agonizingly, re-formed into Dass's Duroclade shape. It was thin, drippy, and stringy. His face hung long and he moved uncertainly.

"Ah, the Emperor," Dass said. "I appreciate you sending a bucket for me to travel in."

The Emperor quirked a wry smile.

"It seemed appropriate," he said. "You are valuable. The Mucilagean canister is a self-contained and protected unit. It is flame and cold-resistant, from 2 Kelvin up to 3,000 Kelvin."

"Well, I'm flattered. If I ever need to survive re-entry in a coffin, I'll know who to call."

"You speak so boldly to your Emperor."

"Do I? Should I speak to you differently than I do everyone else?"

"Should you?" asked the Emperor.

"Probably." The lean Duroclade stretched himself.

"You may exit the capsule if you like. Make yourself comfortable. We have much to discuss."

"I'm a little leaky at the moment. I wouldn't want to ruin the flooring."

The Emperor fixed his gaze on one part of the carpet.

"I am very certain you could not ruin the carpets, even if you wanted to."

"All right, then. But I don't want to see a cleaning bill later."

Dass stepped over the side of the capsule, oozing to the floor, his body not quite rigid, not quite moving correctly.

"How are you feeling?" the Emperor asked.

"Oh, spiffy. You know, I thought I might join a pickup game of rook-fort after this meeting."

He finished climbing out, and settled wetly into one of the plush armchairs dotted around the room.

The Emperor frowned at the loosely-shaped Duroclade.

"I had thought," the Emperor said, "that you might be a little more appreciative."

"I am appreciative. I appreciate that you made Kinnit a citizen. She deserves it. Not so thrilled that it took a literal act of the Emperor to make it happen. Seems a bit much to me, but hey, what do I know about running the Imperium?" Dass waved an arm around. "Getting dragged out here to Olympus instead of dying quietly in a place I know? Not thrilled, to be honest. I'm only here because Kinnit wants me to be."

The Emperor smiled thinly.

"You don't think I'll be able to help you," he said.

Dass shrugged.

"Kinnit burned her blue chip to make you try to heal me. I figure she's just going to be disappointed. But if she is, it will be because you couldn't do your part, not because I didn't show up."

"She will be disappointed," said the Emperor. "Not for the reasons you think, though."

"Yeah, well, I have to say, this dying business sucks real bad. I'll be happy if you fix me or kill me, either way."

The Emperor frowned.

"I'm not going to do either. I'm going to put an option before you. An unfair one."

"Well, that's how life goes," Dass said.

"One option is that I can let you die."

"Naturally."

"The other option is that I can treat you. You may not like it."

"Why not?" Dass asked.

"That's the unfair part. I cannot tell you unless you agree to it."

Dass nodded.

"Sounds a lot like intelligence work. Not enough information, and none of the options are good." Dass thought for a moment. "What if I accept it, then decide I don't want the treatment?"

"Then I have to kill you."

"Ah. So you have to reveal a secret in order to treat me."

"Yes."

"Given..." Dass waved his hands around. "...all this, I take it that the secret has to do with your longevity."

"Yes."

"This treatment you want to do... would it work?"

"Undoubtedly."

"What can you tell me about it?"

"It would exact a terrible price from you for the rest of your life."

"What price?"

The Emperor smiled sadly.

"That's where it gets unfair again. I can't tell you."

Dass burbled a sigh. "Just when it was getting interesting."

"I'm very sorry," the Emperor said. "That's just the way it has to be."

"Well, I think I've got it half-figured out already. So go ahead and lay it on me."

"I'm sorry?" the Emperor asked.

"I mean, give me the treatment, or whatever."

"That was quick."

"I'm kinda running short on time here."

"Be very sure," the Emperor said gravely. "Once you agree, once we begin, there will be no turning back."

"Yeah, well, I'm basically dead, so I kind of don't care," Dass said.

The Emperor stood and clasped his hands behind his back.

"Very well. Are you a good citizen, Dass Gunstar?"

"Not really."

"Why not?"

"I don't do the whole 'uber-patriot' thing. I don't believe that the Imperium's full of good people. Looking for the best in people is Kinnit's jam, not mine. I believe the Imperium's full of cut-throat scum that are just looking out for themselves. I look for the hidden knife, the betrayal. The Imperium's great, don't get me wrong. But there's a lot of terrible people out there. People like Rhydak. People like Koro." He paused for a moment. "People like me."

"Understanding the flaws in the Imperium doesn't make you a bad citizen," the Emperor said.

Dass shrugged.

"If you say so," he said.

The Emperor sat back down across from Dass.

"To treat you, I need to explain some things first." The Emperor took a deep breath. "According to official court documents, the Imperium was founded 500 years ago. According to those same documents, I have been the Emperor for the entirety of the Imperium. Look at me, Dass. Do you believe I'm 500 years old?"

"You kinda look it."

The Emperor's mouth twisted.

"That wasn't the question. The question was: do you believe it?"

Dass gave the Emperor a long, level look. His mouth tightened as he thought deeply. There was, of course, all manner of speculation about what the Emperor actually was. Some thought he was a genetic mutant that didn't age. Some thought there were a series of Emperors that were quietly replaced every so often. Some thought there was a secret bank of Emperor clones hidden away somewhere. And those were just the mainstream theories. If you dipped into some of the conspiracy theories, things got weird quick.

All of which left the Emperor's question. Did Dass believe that the Emperor was 500 years old?

"Yeah. I do, actually," he said finally.

The Emperor smiled.

"You're right. I remember the birth of the Imperium. I remember the trees and hills of Old Terra. I remember the discovery of the Cryptographers. The excitement of the first jumphole traversal. The first inductions into the Imperium. The first interstellar war."

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath through his nose.

"Much has changed. I have Changed."

Dass shifted uncomfortably.

"So... what does this all have to do with me? Not that it's not interesting, but I wasn't expecting a history quiz."

"You've read Origin of the Imperium, I assume?"

"Yeah," Dass said. "Well, the schoolbook version, anyway."

"It's accurate enough, as far as it goes. There are a few things it leaves out."

In spite of himself, Dass leaned forward.

"The true origin of the Imperium begins long before we discovered the Cryptographers," the Emperor said. "Where do you think the Cryptographers come from?"

Dass shrugged.

"Some creepy planet in the galaxy, I guess. Maybe another galaxy, I dunno. Hidden away somewhere."

"No," the Emperor said. "The Cryptographers are native to jumpspace. They came into our plane many thousands of years ago. Just as we find jumpspace uncomfortable, they find our space uncomfortable. We call our side 'realspace', but theirs is just as real. It just doesn't adhere to our side's concept of time or dimensions. Cause and effect mean nothing over there. It's why our scientists have had so much trouble studying it."

Dass's face hung open at the Emperor's revelations.

"Ah. I see," he said finally. "That explains a few things."

The Emperor nodded.

"Many thousands of years ago, they discovered jumpholes from their side. They haven't said, but I suspect our plane of reality is not the only one they've visited."

Dass frowned as this information sank in.

"So there might be other... 'spaces' weirder than jumpspace?"

"Probably. That's not relevant here, though."

"Sure," Dass said. "Let's stick to one batch of weirdness at a time."

"The Cryptographers found our galaxy. At first, for them, it was like many others: interesting, a curiosity, nothing more. A nice place to visit, for those so inclined."

"Our 'plane of existence' was... what, a flower garden for them?"

"Hmm, more like a jungle to explore, but either one is close enough. In any case, in the course of visiting, they discovered the Voretas Astralis. The Maledicta Nihilum."

"Ah, let's pretend for a second that I haven't kept up with my studies in Old Imperial. What does all that mean?"

"They're the Starborn Eaters. The Ash-Tongues. The Accursed Nothingness. The Feeders."

"Ohhhkay. Sounds ominous."

"They feed on sentients. The Cryptographers have trouble explaining it, but best I understand, they feed on a sentient's thoughts and emotions. Their soul, if you're so inclined. They travel around the universe, visiting populated galaxies, and... eating them."

"You're kind of freaking me out," Dass said. "I thought the Cryptographers were creepy."

"Oh, the Cryptographers are far from the creepiest things in the universe."

"So these Feeders are conquerors, then? A massive army that flies around, munching up sentients?"

"They're more like farmers. Each populated galaxy, for them, is like a garden. They eat, but they leave enough to let each galaxy repopulate over time. They clear a galaxy out, then move on to the next one. They make a circuit of the universe every thousand years or so."

"Neat. So we're a vegetable dinner for a bunch of elder gods."

"I've heard worse analogies."

Dass shifted uncomfortably.

"So. The Cryptographers defeated them, right?"

"Oh, no. That's not their style. The Feeders are no threat to the Cryptographers. They don't like the taste, apparently."

"The Feeders are still here?"

"Yes. They're due back in our galaxy in about two hundred years."

"So what are the Cryptographers doing here, then? Enjoying the scenery until it all gets burned down?"

"Ah, now we're getting to it. Our galaxy--our universe--represents a fascinating puzzle for them, you see."

"I'm glad they find our imminent consumption so interesting."

"Fundamentally, the Cryptographers asked the question: 'what's the smallest change we could make to the universe in order to destroy the Feeders?'"

"I thought they didn't care about the Feeders."

"They're not threatened by the Feeders, but they don't like them. At all."

"Huh. So why don't they just fight them, then?"

"That's not what the Cryptographers do. They solve puzzles. They love puzzles. When the Cryptographers discovered the Feeders, suddenly our universe represented one of the grandest, most complicated puzzles they'd ever found."

"Wait, wait, wait. You're telling me that the Imperium, the sentient species of the galaxy, all our war and conflict--it's all some kind of pastime for the Cryptographers?"

"More or less."

"That's sick."

"Maybe. But they're on our side in this."

"So what's the puzzle?"

"The puzzle is this: can the Cryptographers make one small change to the smallest populated galaxy in the Feeders' rotation, one tiny alteration to stop them entirely?"

"Wait, we're supposed to stop the Feeders?" Dass said. His brow furrowed. "And we're the smallest?"

"Yes. The one change that the Cryptographers made is that they introduced us to jumpspace early. Far earlier than we would have discovered on our own. After the Feeders have eaten, the sentients they visit lose their ability for interstellar travel, if they ever discovered it at all. The Feeders visit each galaxy often enough that the sentients there never get the chance to learn and grow enough to discover each other, to band together."

Dass's mouth opened as he realized.

"The first jumphole," he said. "That's why the Cryptographers showed it to the Old Terrans. It accelerated their ship technology. Once the Terrans realized the entire galaxy was nearly in reach, they focused on making their ships interstellar."

"Yes. The Cryptographers squirreled themselves away on a planet in our system, so that we wouldn't find them until we had the technology to take advantage of the jumpholes."

"Why Terrans? Why not another species?"

"Often have I asked the Cryptographers that question. Never have I received a satisfactory answer. My suspicion is that they simply find us interesting. Fun, if you will."

Dass waved his hands.

"Okay, this is all great, but I still don't get what this has to do with treating my condition."

"Because," said the Emperor, "the treatment will require opening a new chapter of your life."


EIGHTY-SEVEN
THE NATURE OF THE EMPEROR


Dass hitched himself up in the chair. He looked at the Emperor seated across from him.

"If I'd known your 'treatment' was going to require so much talking, I think I'd have just stayed in Techterra."

"We're nearly done. With the explanation, at least."

"Small miracles rain down. So. The Cryptographers found out that these 'Feeders' were circling the galaxy every thousand years and eating all the sentients. Almost all the sentients. Then they decided to do something about it, in the most roundabout, nonsensical way possible. They showed a bunch of barely-spaceworthy vertebrates a jumphole."

The Emperor smiled.

"That's a very terse way of putting it. You should write the textbooks for Imperial history."

"I've already got a job, thanks." Dass thought for a moment. "Now I'm curious: did the Cryptographers create the Imperium, or did the Terrans?"

"It's a little more complicated than that."

"I'm shocked."

"After the Feeders had been through our galaxy, the Cryptographers discovered Old Terra. At that point the Terrans had been reduced to a pre-industrial state. There were very few of them by that point, but there were enough to rebuild the species. The Cryptographers scoured Old Terra, sifting through the wreckage and ruins, researching our history, our drives, our fears, our might, and our weaknesses."

"Weird hobby, but okay."

"They were trying to understand how our empires were built, how they operated, what made them work," the Emperor said. "They were designing the blueprint for the Imperium."

"So they did make the Imperium."

"It's more correct to say that the Terrans inspired it, the Cryptographers designed it, then all the species of the galaxy built it. They needed the Imperium to unify the galaxy. To stand against the Feeders when they return. That, ultimately, is the purpose of the Imperium."

"The Feeders can be stopped, then?"

"The Cryptographers believe so. That's the Solution they seek."

"I don't suppose they left us the plans for a galactic blaster mega-cannon to fight the Feeders with?"

"That is not the Cryptographer way."

"Ah, yes. That's far too straightforward. 'Here's this guy trying to eat me, I'll just shoot him.' I can see why the Cryptographers would hate it."

"Let's focus. Back to the founding of the Imperium. Now what does every empire need?"

"Um. A big army?"

"Before that."

"People."

"Before that."

Dass looked a little lost.

"Articles of incorporation? I don't know."

"An empire needs an Emperor."

"Oh, yeah," Dass said.

"There, the Cryptographers had some difficulty. The monarchical societies of Old Terra had many difficulties, but they all had one common failing. Succession. Corrupt men seek power, and when a king or emperor dies--or when they can be killed--the power-hungry rush in to take his place. Assassination, war, and usurpation were rampant, even when clear rules of succession had been established, such as primogeniture."

Dass nodded.

"That makes sense. If you have an emperor that doesn't die, you don't ever have to deal with succession." He gestured to the Emperor. "Is that what they did? Treated you with some kind of... Cryptographer juice to make you immortal? Or are there really a bunch of Emperor clones?"

"Neither. Whether with medical treatment or cloning, an immortal emperor presents a new kind of problem, another one common on Old Terra. Stagnation. When a government does not change from time to time, society and progress grind to a halt. Succession causes too much change, immortality does not allow any change at all."

"So how do you get past all that?"

"The Cryptographers discovered their answer when they found the Mucilageans."

"Aha. They swap you guys out every forty or eighty years. There's a new Emperor from time to time? And they treat the new Emperor by having him spend time in contact with the Mucilagean, so he can learn to make himself look like the old Emperor."

"The Emperor has to change, but he also has to remember." The Emperor sat back and closed his eyes. "I remember the breezes of Old Terra, the open sky. I remember the first space station, the wars, the treachery, and the victories."

Dass frowned.

"Okay, then, I don't get it. What are you?"

"I am Terran. I am Mucilagean. I am also Cryptographer. I am a body, and a mind, and a soul." The Emperor sighed heavily and drew a hand across his eyes. "The Emperor--myself--is Terran. He is saturated with the energy of the Cryptographers. Then he is fused with the power of the Mucilageans. Thus is created the body of the Emperor."

"When you say 'fused...'"

"A Terran and a Mucilagean are merged. They become a single body."

"Oh, boy. I think I see where this is going. So you need a new, uh, infusion?"

"No. My body is Terran. It decays. More slowly than most, but it decays. Soon it will perish. A new body must be created. The Emperor stays, but he must Change."

Dass remained quiet, his brow knitted. The Emperor continued.

"After the body is created, it is formed into the likeness of the Emperor. Then the memories of the Emperor are handed over."

"When you say 'handed over,' you mean you wipe out what's there and download yourself into their brain? Its brain? How does that work?"

The Emperor shook his head.

"The memories are transferred, but the soul is not. I can remember the smell of the grass in the fields of Old Terra, five hundred years ago, but this body has never smelled it." He closed his eyes, remembering. "When the Mucilagean and the Terran are merged, their minds are still distinct, but they soon operate as a single mind. They quickly grow together. When the memories are transferred, the combined minds have access to all the wealth of knowledge of the Emperor, from the founding of the Imperium to the current day."

"That sounds exactly like the kind of nonsensically complex idea the Cryptographers would come up with."

"Regardless of complexity, it meets all the criteria." The Emperor gave Dass a direct stare. "In case you have not already gathered, I want you to be part of the Change."

"Uh-huh."

They sat in silence for a moment. The Emperor gave Dass some time to think through all he'd just been told.

"Honestly," Dass said, "When this all started, I figured you were just going to drain my protein fluids to keep yourself young or whatever."

The Emperor smiled wryly.

"If you accept, the Change will purge your body. You will be healed. And now you know the terrible price of that treatment. You must become a part of the Emperor."

"Would I still be... me?"

The Emperor breathed in deeply.

"In a manner of speaking. You will change. You will be brought together with another person. You will become more. You will both become something new. Over time, you will become a single entity."

"What's it like?" Dass asked quietly.

The Emperor sat quietly for a while, thinking.

"It cannot be explained," he said finally. "It can only be experienced."

"Do you regret it? Either of you in there?"

"There is no 'two of us' anymore. There is only me." The Emperor smiled. "I regret many things about being the Emperor. I do not, however, regret the Change."

"How long have you been--I mean, how long has it been since the last Change?"

"Too long. My body is weakening, my energy draining. It's been over 120 years, if my memory is correct."

"Hm. Emperor, huh? And everybody said I'd never amount to much."

"You would be different from me. You have different priorities, you will make different choices. You will Change the Emperor, and through him, the Imperium."

"But I don't know anything about being an Emperor," Dass said.

"You will."

"This is all... a lot."

The Emperor nodded.

"The time has come, Dass. What will you choose? Death, or the Emperor?"
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Captain Cohrmere kept his jaw set as they traveled through jumpspace. He'd never learned to like it, as some Captains claimed to. He simply endured, for the joy of traveling the galaxy and the glory of the Imperium.

This young Admiral he served under, this Admiral Stonefist: now he was a real firebrand. As the newest Admiral of the Ninth Fleet, he was already making a name for himself. A little too focused on breaking the pirates, in Captain Cohrmere's opinion, but talented, driven, and honorable.

Early on, Captain Cohrmere had harbored some doubts about Admiral Stonefist's age, but after having served under him, he was certain that the Admiral would mature wonderfully, and would be remembered well in the history books of the Imperium.

Captain Cohrmere considered the upcoming battle with the Dragonscale pirates, as well as he could under the circumstances. They'd been raiding a number of outposts lately, and now they'd graduated to attacking Arcturus, a colonized planet.

However he felt about Admiral Stonefist's monomaniacal focus on pirates, he had to admit that this was precisely why you couldn't overlook them. Like vines, if you let them go, they'd grow until they overtook and destroyed what you treasured.

Captain Cohrmere's detachment had staged up and entered the jumphole shortly after the main force. More of the Ninth Fleet was behind them, ready to take on the scum of the Imperium.

The harsh, unrelenting energy of jumpspace sleeted across his psyche. He frowned, gripping the rail of the captain's dais.

They emerged from jumpspace.

The 43 ships of Captain Cohrmere's detachment appeared, ready to do battle with pirates over Arcturus.

"Weapons hot!" Captain Cohrmere commanded. "Shields up! Prepare for battle!"

The temporal officer was strangely silent.

"Lieutenant Commander Bravard, what was our time in jumpspace?" Captain Cohrmere barked.

"Sir," the officer replied, "the readings are a bit..." He trailed off.

"Just tell me what you see, Lieutenant Commander."

The temporal officer set his jaw and spoke in a loud, clear voice.

"22 years, 17 days, 9 hours and 14 minutes relative time spent in jumpspace, sir!"

Silence ringed the bridge.

"Give me a full sector scan," Captain Cohrmere said quietly. "I want to know what's going on here."

Tense busyness filled the bridge for a minute. Results slowly trickled in, streaming by on the bridge monitor.

The bridge officer finally spoke up.

"Sir, there's nothing here."

Captain Cohrmere scanned the incoming data, growing more tense.

"This leaves us with quite a puzzle," Captain Cohrmere said. "Where are the pirates? Where is the Ninth Fleet?" His brows drew down. "Where is Arcturus? Lieutenant Marisel, where are we?"

"Checking, sir. Cross-referencing star charts." The calculation took a while, as the bridge computers chugged through all the star maps of the known galaxy.

"Sir, we're in the Nymria sector."

"Nymria? That's halfway across the galaxy from Arcturus! We've gone through the wrong jumphole, somehow. Admiral Stonefist needs us in the battle. Let's get the fleet turned around and head back, see if we can figure out what's going on."

"Sir," said the communications officer. "We're receiving a comms request. It claims to be from Admiral Stonefist. It's a valid Imperial signature."

"Very well. Let's answer. Lieutenant Marisel, deep-scan the sector while we chat."

Captain Cohrmere activated the control to project the comms onto the bridge monitor.

"This is Captain Cohrmere of the ISS Helix, Ninth Fleet. Who am I speaking with?"

A face appeared on the screen, a puzzling image. It was the face of a mature man with a fierce expression, piercing eyes, and salt-and-pepper hair. He wore the stars of an Admiral on his collar. The man looked so much like Admiral Stonefist that Captain Cohrmere would swear it was Stonefist's father.

A strange look crossed the man's face.

"Captain Cohrmere," he said. "It is good to see you again. Welcome back to realspace."

"Do I know you, sir?"

The man on the bridge monitor saluted slowly.

"I am Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist," he said, "of the ISS Swordheart, Ninth Fleet."

Captain Cohrmere gave the monitor a level look.

"I understand that this must be confusing," Admiral Stonefist said. "You are safe in this sector. Let us gather on the Swordheart. I will explain everything there."

Captain Cohrmere muted the comms.

"Lieutenant Marisel, what has your deep scan found?"

"Sir, the communications are coming from a Navy shuttle. The ISS Swordheart is stationed nearby. There is also a Cryptographer ship in the sector."

Captain Cohrmere frowned. Something very strange was going on here.

"Is there some kind of trick, here?" he asked the lieutenant.

"The encrypted channels of all the ships are valid, sir. The ships' energy signatures match precisely what we would expect."

Captain Cohrmere took a deep breath and unmuted the comms.

"Very well," he said. "We will rendezvous with the Swordheart as soon as possible."
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A dozen captains sat in the spacious, comfortable conference room on board the Swordheart, waiting for the Admiral.

After a few minutes, Admiral Stonefist arrived. Captain Cohrmere stiffened. When they'd prepared for Arcturus a few hours earlier, Admiral Stonefist was a young, hotheaded man in his mid-twenties. Now he looked... old. Tired. He looked as though his fierceness had hardened into bitterness.

"Admiral Stonefist, what the devil is going on here?" he asked.

"Captain," Admiral Stonefist said, "I understand you have many questions. Please be patient, and I will explain." Grimthorn took a deep breath and addressed the assembled captains. "The Battle of Arcturus is already over. The Dragonscale pirates have been destroyed. However, due to a mishap, you have all been trapped in jumpspace for over 20 years." He paused "Thanks to the efforts of the Cryptographers, you have been rescued. They sacrificed one of their own to effect the rescue."

"What happened?" one of the captains asked.

"The pirates managed to get hold of a quantum disruptor," Grimthorn said. "In the course of the battle, they collapsed the jumphole while your detachment was in traversal."

The assembled captains muttered among themselves.

"How are we here, then?" another captain asked. "Nothing has ever been retrieved from jumpspace before."

Admiral Grimthorn made a calming motion with his hands.

"We can get into the details later. For now, all I can say is that the Cryptographers were able to calculate your location in jumpspace. We opened a temporary jumphole for you to escape from."

"You say we were trapped in jumpspace for twenty years, but we weren't. It only felt like a few minutes, like always."

Grimthorn frowned.

"Time and space as we know them don't exist in jumpspace. In all likelihood, it was only a few minutes for you." Admiral Stonefist looked strangely relieved as he said this.

"If we've been gone for twenty years, what happened to our families? Our careers?"

Grimthorn's face drew in. He looked at Captain Cohrmere with pity.

"After the Battle of Arcturus, you were all declared legally dead." The room buzzed with panic. Grimthorn held up his hands. "You and your crews will want to get in touch with everyone you knew. I would advise patience. The Navy will confirm that you are who you say you are, but many people will have moved on. Many may disbelieve you. Some... may have passed on themselves. It will take time to sort everything out."

"What about our benefits?" asked one young captain.

"You have all been reinstated at your previous rank and duties. You will all receive back pay for the last twenty-two years. Under the circumstances, anyone who wishes to leave the Navy will receive a medical discharge, no questions asked."

The room erupted with questions. Admiral Stonefist fielded them, soothing nerves and helping to organize paperwork.

After a couple of hours, the captains began to depart, with their questions answered thoroughly, if not satisfactorily. They prepared to inform their crews and manage the paperwork and hassle of coming back to life after twenty years.

"Captain Cohrmere," Admiral Stonefist said as the captains were leaving. "Please stay a moment."

"Sir?"

Admiral Stonefist's eyes looked strangely moist.

"Please sit. We need to talk about your daughter, Jorya."


EIGHTY-EIGHT
THE HUNTER


Herin Kasra, the policeman from Techterra, walked into the busy spaceport on Drilia. It had taken a little bit of guesswork on his part to get here, but he was confident in his assessment.

Sehren Senn would not have wanted to fly out of any spaceport in Techterra, and if he had tried, he'd already have been captured. He'd want to get off of Ceon 12, though, so he wouldn't travel too far to get to a spacecraft. That had left Duskwind and its tiny spaceport.

A quick review of the flights out of Duskwind, compared with when Senn could have gotten there, had left only a few options, and Drilia was the best one. It was a system whose primary claim to fame was a jumphole nexus--a cluster of jumpholes that went to a variety of points in the galaxy. It was small enough not to have a heavy security presence, and busy enough to get lost in. It was the perfect destination for a fugitive.

Herin had already reached out to the administration of the spaceport. They'd given him a little superficial help, providing him lists of flights that had gone out in the previous three days, but they were too harried and busy to spend a lot of time helping a policeman from another system.

Now, Herin was canvassing the spaceport itself. It was run-down and poorly maintained. Unlike the poor maintenance of the spaceport on Duskwind, which was due to a lack of customers, the deferred maintenance here was due to there being too many travelers. A steady stream of people filled the spaceport to capacity, constantly flowing through its halls, never allowing time to slow down long enough to fix things up.

Herin stood in the middle of the spaceport, enjoying the feel of life flowing around him. A cold, pitiless smile surfaced on his face. Everyone who noticed it gave him a wide berth.

He forced his smile back down, adjusted his black suit, and strolled to another likely ticket station. His small, round-lensed glasses gleamed as he regarded the clerk behind the counter. She looked dumpy, tired, and apathetic.

He slid a photo of Sehren Senn across the countertop. Senn's sea-blue eyes stared up out of the photo.

"Excuse me, ma'am," he said. "Have you seen this man board a flight in the last couple days?"

She looked at the photo and raised an eyebrow.

"Do I look like I talk to cops?" she asked.

"No, but you look like you'd talk to a rich man."

He dropped a hundred-credit bill on the counter next to the photo.

She made a small movement and the bill vanished.

"Look, I'm just trying to work here. I've gotta go through my passenger logs today." The clerk turned theatrically back to her console. She turned it slightly so Herin could see it better. She rolled down a list of names and highlighted one in particular. "Just trying to do my job," she said. "Nothing to do with cops."

Herin made a mental note of the flight, its destination, and the name that was highlighted on the console. He smiled thinly and dropped another bill on the counter. It vanished as fast as the first one had.

"I'm sorry to have troubled you, then, ma'am. In that case, could I get a seat on the next flight to--" he squinted at the screen, "--to Brolla?"

She raised an eyebrow.

"You sure you want to go there?" She eyed him up and down. "Cops don't go to Brolla."

He gave the clerk that pitiless smile that never reached his eyes. It made her skin crawl.

"I'm on vacation," he said. "Just going to take in the sights."

She turned away from him, focusing on her screen.

"Up to you. Four hundred credits for coach, five-fifty for first class."

He pushed more cash across the counter.

"Coach is fine," he said.
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Grimthorn stayed standing after the captains had left. He was too full of nervous energy to sit. Captain Cohrmere kept his face carefully stable, standing straight, with his hands clasped behind his back.

"What do you have to tell me about Jorya?" he asked.

Grimthorn took a deep breath. There was no good way to start.

"She's dead."

Captain Rolim Cohrmere's entire body sagged. He began shaking and dropped into a chair.

"She can't be dead. I saw her just last week."

"I'm sorry, Rolim. I wish... I wish it were different."

"What happened?"

"She was murdered by conspirators against the Imperium, to keep their secrets."

Captain Cohrmere looked up at Grimthorn, his face blank with incomprehension.

"Who would want to murder her? What kind of conspiracy kills a child? She was only twelve!"

Grimthorn cleared his throat.

"She was an adult, Rolim. Remember, you've been trapped in jumpspace for twenty years. She grew up, she had a career..." Grimthorn trailed to a stop. He laid a hand on Captain Cohrmere's shoulder. "She was thirty-four when she passed last year."

"I saw her just last week," Captain Cohrmere said, tears filling his eyes. "She was telling me about this band she liked." He looked back up at Grimthorn. "She can't be dead. She's all I've got left."

"I'm so sorry."

Quiet sobbing filled the conference room.

"She went through Naval Academy," Grimthorn said. "She made quartermaster on board the Swordheart."

"Was she good? Was she a good girl? Did she do a good job in the Navy?"

Grimthorn pinched his lips together.

"I'll make her service record available to you later. You can read up on everything."

Captain Cohrmere's teeth ground together.

"Have you caught the ones responsible? Have you made them pay?"

"I have. The one responsible was shot by my Assistant. The rest of the conspiracy is either dead or captured, save one. We're hunting him right now."

Captain Cohrmere's face took on an ugly cast.

"I want to get my hands on them."

"No." Grimthorn sat down next to Captain Cohrmere. "I won't let one of my best captains throw himself away on meaningless vengeance. There's been... enough of that lately."

Captain Cohrmere crumpled, buried his face in his hands, and let out his grief in the quiet conference room.
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Sehren Senn grinned. He tweaked the settings on his transmitter.

Fools. They'd been fools to trust him, greater fools still to try and arrest him. They had no idea the power he'd tapped into.

He sat at the console that controlled the tight-beam laser transmitter. He carefully aligned it on their last known location.

Even with the very precise calculations he'd stolen from the Cryptographers, dialing in to talk to his friends had proven to be nearly beyond his ability. With the relentless determination of a zealot, he'd managed.

It was lonely, here on the edge of the galaxy. His hideaway was outside a city, on a quiet part of a rowdy planet, but it was as close as he could get to them. They were out there, beyond the known galaxy. Here, on the verge of the Imperium, Senn had set up his transmitter on the site of an abandoned lighthouse.

It seemed appropriate, somehow. A beacon to call them in.

The lighthouse itself was long gone, torn down as manual navigation gave way to global satellite positioning, which gave way to direct tracking from the orbital space station. The house he'd bought had been built near the site of the old lighthouse. It had been conceived as a luxury winter getaway, but time, disuse, and a weakening economy had sapped the house of its charm. Now it was a bare-but-functional dwelling.

Now it was housing Senn's transmitter, of course.

He powered it on. A rattling hum filled the house, and the lights dimmed. He smiled and keyed the microphone on his console.

"I have done what I can," he sent. "The Imperium is weak. Now I wait for you."

He ended the transmission and sat back, waiting for a response. It would take an hour or more.

Senn reflected on his path here. He'd heard through the grapevine that Koro was dead. A shame, really. His skills had set Senn on his life's course. He'd been a uniquely talented fellow.

Who would have imagined that the little Lutrin could ever have found a way to plant a wire on a Cryptographer's ship?

At the time, he'd imagined it would all lead to the scoop of the century. It had taken years for Senn to parse out their language, years more to understand their conversation, as roundabout and indirect as it was. Once he finally understood what they were talking about, however...

He'd been thinking so small back then. Once he'd understood the language of the Cryptographers, though, he'd understood his true destiny.

Why waste time gaining the adoration of men as a media mogul when he could rule the galaxy? After the next catastrophe, once every population was pre-industrial again, he could take the mantle of the Cryptographers, guide humanity back to the stars himself.

He could run his new Imperium properly. Finish the work that the Cryptographers had started.

The best part was that nobody knew. Not the Emperor, not Admiral Stonefist, not the Bolt of Justice, not even the Cryptographers.

Everybody thought they were so clever because they'd caught him out. They thought he'd just been running some local conspiracy on Techterra. His plans were far grander than that.

He smiled.

The Feeders had changed course.

They were coming.
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Kinnit giggled and sighed happily. She was lying on her back on the sofa and spinning through something on her scanner.

"I want the same ladies who did my ballgown on the Ophir to make my wedding dress," she said dreamily. "They did such a good job, don't you think?"

"Mmhmm." Grimthorn was reading his book with a fierce expression.

"Are you okay, Grimmy?" she asked.

His head came up suddenly.

"What did you call me?"

Kinnit giggled again.

"It's a Terran custom, isn't it? Giving each other pet names?"

"Not everybody does it," he said, burying his face back in his book.

She frowned and put her scanner aside.

"What's wrong?" she asked.

"Nothing." Grimthorn kept his eyes fixed on his book, but they weren't moving.

Kinnit frowned and sat up.

"Hey. Come here."

He looked over her, his countenance carefully controlled.

"Lie down." She patted her lap. "Relax for a little bit."

He stared at her for a long moment. His face showed his struggle. Finally, he set his book aside and laid down. He rested his head on her lap and stared at the portal. A spray of stars shone in on them.

Kinnit held him and rocked him. She hummed quietly and played with a lock of his hair. As she held him, she could feel his body slowly relaxing, easing by degrees.

"You have a beautiful voice," he said.

She kept humming, but smiled.

Grimthorn closed his eyes.

As she hummed and rocked, his rigid muscles slowly loosened. The minutes stretched out. Kinnit thought he might be falling asleep.

To her surprise, he spoke.

"I had to tell Captain Cohrmere about Jorya today," he said.

"Oh," Kinnit said, her voice soft. "Oh, no. That poor man." She gently stroked his hair. "My poor Grimthorn."

"Right after finding out about Dass. It's... been tough lately."

She held him tighter and kept rocking him.

"I keep wondering," he said quietly. "Why do I keep surviving when everyone around me keeps dying? Why do the good ones die and I live?"

"Shh, Grimthorn, don't think like that. You've saved so many people. You're wonderful and I love you."

"I love you," he said, his eyes closed.

She held him like that for a long time, helping to dissipate his grief.


EIGHTY-NINE
A MEETING OF THE MINDS


The Emperor beamed. At last, he had all the elements he needed. Now he just needed to introduce them to each other.

"Are you ready, Dass?"

"Would it matter if I said no?"

"Come, now. You should be excited! You and young Broca will be spending a lot of time together. It will be good for you to meet."

"I'm always excited to chat with someone while I'm being medically recycled."

They were in a special chamber that had been set up for Dass. It was as comfortable a room as a med chamber could be, all in white, filled with equipment that was keeping him alive. The extensive filters, which were constantly being changed out by a small army of Imperial medics, were keeping the hydroflux at bay.

It was actually improving his condition slightly. By Dass's calculations, if they kept up the intensive treatment for only 93 more years, he might actually be cured.

Probably better to stick with the Emperor's idea for now, though.

"Well, whenever he gets here, I'll at least say hi," Dass said.

The door beeped.

"Come in, come in," said the Emperor.

In the doorway stood a young man, unnaturally thin and pale. He nodded and stepped in, his movements loose, slow, and floaty.

"You must be Dass Gunstar," he said, his voice soft and ethereal. "I am Broca Brangwin."

"Ah... pleased to meet you. Excuse me if I don't get up. I've got about seventeen tubes sucking out my fluids. I feel like a pipe organ."

"It is of no consequence."

Dass frowned at the young man.

"You seem very... sanguine."

"Do I? Perhaps it is because nothing here is real."

Dass turned to the Emperor.

"Is this kid okay? Is he drugged up or something?"

The Emperor chuckled.

"He is under the influence of the Cryptographers. Just as you are the Mucilagean half that requires preparation, he is the Terran half, and also requires preparation. His preparation has been for him to be in close contact with the Cryptographers for a year. He'll be more himself once the Change is complete."

"Ah, good. I'd hate to think you were going to staple my brain to a vegetable." He turned back to the young Lieutenant. "So, Broca." Dass looked around, seeming a bit at a loss. "Uh, how did you decide to become part of the Emperor's, uh, body?"

"I have been with the Cryptographers. I have learned their ways of thinking. As a facilitator to the Cryptographers, I have absorbed their energy, their being. As a result, the Emperor recommended this path for me."

Broca stopped talking and stared levelly at Dass.

"Ah, okay." Dass paused, but Broca remained silent. He was clearly not much of a conversationalist. "What, uh, what energy did you get from the Cryptographers?"

Broca's eyes wandered away again, staring off into space.

"I can... see."

"Okay. Good job."

"Not simply with my eyes. Not only photons. I can see through complications. Before, I could only see the outermost layer of any problem. Now, I can see the entirety." He brought his hands together and mimed untying a complicated knot. "There are many solutions. Each solution ties to another problem. Every solution is tied to every other."

"Okay, so you're a puzzle fiend now, too?"

Broca smiled thinly.

"Puzzles are meaningless toys. Once solved, they affect nothing. They are closed, futile." His eyes lit up. "Ruling a galaxy, now that is a puzzle with teeth."

A worried frown crossed Dass's brow.

"I'm not much of one for puzzles, myself. Though I guess I will be here soon?" He looked over at the Emperor.

"Not in that fashion, most likely. There is a satisfaction to ruling the Imperium well," the Emperor said. "I don't see it quite the way the Cryptographers would look at it, but it's certainly challenging enough in its own right."

"I see." Dass sucked in a breath. "I'm going to say, I don't know quite what I'm bringing to this party. You're bringing the know-how, this one's bringing the smarts, what do I bring? The sarcasm? The body jelly?"

The Emperor smiled.

"You bring the humanity."

"Aha. I thought that was the Terran's job. Not that he seems too human at the moment."

"That will change," the Emperor said. "You will both bring your humanity to the Emperorship. Your cunning and his idealism. I think you two will complement each other nicely."

Dass still looked dubious.

"If you say so," he said. "I'm just worried we won't be a very good Emperor."

"You will not be a good or a bad Emperor. You will be the Emperor. You will be guided by the experience of 500 years of ruling. You will simply continue as you have, as you will." The Emperor sagged in his seat, looking very tired. "You will be me, I am you. Though it is time and past for the Change."

Dass frowned.

"I do have a question for you," he said finally. "Why did you wait so long? If it's such a burden, why didn't you do this twenty years ago?"

"I had to wait for you to come to me."

"You had to wait for me? Couldn't you have sent a message or something? 'Dear Dass, plz b ruler now kthx.'"

The Emperor shook his head.

"No, you had to come to me of your own accord. I had to find you naturally. I could not have simply picked a Mucilagean. As the Emperor, I live on the edge of the Cryptographers' rules already. Choosing a Mucilagean would have broken the Solution."

"Couldn't the Cryptographers have fetched me?"

"That would be against the rules, as well."

"Well, at least they follow their own rules, I guess."

"They must. Without the rules, there is no game. A Cryptographer who can break the rules is dangerous." The Emperor's face pinched in thought. "Speaking of," he continued, "there's something you two should be aware of..."
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Kinnit sat in the mess hall with Lucy. Lieutenant Lena Solborne, Admiral Dermot's Assistant, was with them.

Lieutenants Daos and Voth had been invited as well, but had declined. They didn't appear to find wedding planning as exciting as Kinnit did.

Kinnit had her scanner out. She spun through a list of venues, projecting the data over the table for the others to see.

"Having the ceremony right here on the Swordheart would be convenient," Kinnit said, "but we do so much onboard already. For such a special occasion, it would be nice to do something different."

"What about one of those luxury cruises?" Lieutenant Solborne suggested.

"Oh, I thought of going back to the Ophir again, but I think Grimthorn's been banned from it. Though I don't know if it's the whole cruise line or just the one ship." She rested her chin in her palm. "It would be beautiful to have the ceremony on the Star Deck, though."

Lucy piped up.

"Hon, if the Admiral's wife wants her wedding on the Ophir, I don't think a little ban from some civilian would stop it."

Kinnit flushed heavily. The Admiral's wife. The phrase made her feel giddy. A goofy smile spread across her face.

"I, I, I wouldn't want to abuse my position," she said. "Or, or abuse my husband's position." Her skin darkened from its usual pale red to a deep brick-red color. She suppressed the urge to giggle. "It wouldn't be right."

Lucy smiled indulgently.

"You're a sweet girl," she said. "What about a wedding on Gethwin? They have the most wonderful hotels and restaurants. The casinos have the most amazing shows every night." Lucy sighed. "I'd like to get out there someday."

"Gethwin? Isn't that where they have all the gambling?" Kinnit asked.

Lucy chuckled.

"It's the main reason anybody goes there. It sounds so exciting, doesn't it, hon?"

"I don't think I'd be comfortable around much gambling," Kinnit said.

"Oh!" said Lieutenant Solborne. "I know! You guys could get married on Letri Prime!"

"Where's that?"

"It's out in the Gion system. Hold on, let me look it up."

Lieutenant Solborne pulled up something on her scanner and projected it over the table.

"There. Wouldn't that be perfect?"

The projection showed a video of a laughing couple walking down a garden path. Enormous flowers lined the path, with blossoms the size of the man's torso, in a riot of colors: purple, yellow, red, and blue. Thick, lush greenery pressed in from all sides. Lettering swept into the video.

"Letri Gardens. Perfect beauty and perfect weather for your special occasion."

The video faded. Kinnit's eyes grew wide and round.

"Lena, that's amazing."

"Yeah, they've got this whole continent where these crazy huge flowers grow. You could set your venue there."

Kinnit quickly looked it up on her own scanner and watched the video again.

She tried to tell herself to keep an open mind, to look at other options, but her heart had already been captured by the enormous, beautiful flowers of Letri Prime.
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Admiral Stonefist was working late, as usual. A beep sounded from the door.

"Come," he said.

The door slid open, and Lieutenant Baric Sol stood there, looking a bit stiff.

"Lieutenant," Grimthorn said. "Come in. I thought you'd be enjoying your weekend already."

"I wanted to speak with you, sir." His eyes were locked forward, staring straight ahead.

"By all means. Come in, have a seat."

Sol stepped up to the Admiral's desk.

"I'd rather stand, sir."

Grimthorn sat up, suddenly formal.

"What do you have to say, Lieutenant?"

"Sir, I've put in for a transfer out of your office."

Grimthorn's eyebrows rose.

"I'm sorry to hear that, Lieutenant. Would you feel comfortable telling me why?"

"It's just... time for me to move on, sir."

Grimthorn's brow creased.

"Is this because of me and Kinnit?" he asked.

"No, sir. It's--" Sol paused. "I don't think so, sir."

"Speak freely, Lieutenant. I won't hold anything you say here against you."

Lieutenant Sol's mouth twisted.

"Sir, you and Kinnit work well together. You're both singularly valuable to the Imperium. I will admit, I find your... relationship... untoward, sir. Speaking freely."

"Go on."

"I know it's not my place to have an opinion on it, sir. I know that since you--since I saw--what I saw, I know it's all been cleared by the Emperor. I know all these things, but it still feels wrong, sir."

"I'm very sorry that we've made you uncomfortable, Lieutenant. I'll admit, we've acted outside the bounds of propriety. However, I would ask you to reconsider, Lieutenant--"

"No, sir. I meant to say, I find your relationship untoward, but that's not what has affected my decision. I don't believe so."

"You don't believe so?"

Lieutenant Sol frowned.

"I've been thinking a lot, sir. It's about you and Assistant Kinnit, but not your relationship. It's clear I'm not needed here, sir. You two, you're..." the young Lieutenant waved his hands around, grasping for the right word. "You're adventurous. You're bold. You're both heroes. I am not. I am suited to desk work. That is all I will ever be suited for."

"Lieutenant, you're capable of far more than you realize."

Sol grimaced.

"Then let me clarify. Desk work is all I ever want to be suited for. This office, this ship... it needs you. It needs Kinnit. It does not need Baric Sol."

Admiral Stonefist winced.

"Lieutenant, I hope I did not ever make you feel undervalued."

"No, sir. I recognize what I am and who I am. And I am not what this office needs."

Grimthorn nodded quietly.

"Very well. I'm very sorry to lose you, Lieutenant. Naturally, I'd be willing to write you a Letter of Support for your next post. If you'd like, I can recommend some postings for you, rather than letting the system assign you."

"I would appreciate both of those things, sir."

Lieutenant Sol stood up straight. With careful deliberation, he saluted Admiral Stonefist.

"It has been an honor and an education serving in your office, sir. Thank you for everything."

Grimthorn stood and saluted back.

"Likewise, Lieutenant. I wish you the very best in your next posting."

Lieutenant Baric Sol executed a perfect about face, and marched out the door.


NINETY
FORMATION


Herin Kasra moved down the narrow alley in the bright moonlight. The street was damp, the air humid. He knew his contact should be nearby.

He'd been on Brolla for nearly a week now, and it had been frankly disappointing. Depressed economy, nothing tourist-worthy, but for all Brolla's heinous reputation, Herin had seen nearly no crime. Mostly people just kept to themselves.

In spite of its reputation, it was less the "get robbed" planet and more the "get off my lawn" planet.

Of course, that didn't mean there was no crime.

Herin grinned a cold, mirthless grin. He stopped walking.

"Come out, come out, wherever you are," he sang.

A fat, round Daspyn stepped into the alley behind him. He had a long, narrow head, a thin tail dotted with sparse hairs, and heavy, segmented armadillo-like armor plates growing from his back.

The Daspyn species, in general, was round, but this one had abused the privilege. He had a thick, flabby gut protruding in front of him, and fat arms.

"I hears yer looking for me?" he said in a gravelly voice.

"Droma Iskander, I take it?" Herin asked. He turned around slowly, keeping his hands visible. "I wanted to ask a few questions."

"Yeah, I heard. We's not fond of questions, out this-a-way."

"You are fond of money, though, aren't you? My questions can be quite profitable, for the right tongue."

"We's not fond of bribers, neither. Ner offworlders. Ner cops."

Herin chuckled.

"Cops? Do I look like a cop?"

"You looks like trouble. But you smells like a cop."

"Kudos to both your senses. Tell me, what would it take to make a deal with you?"

"I'm not here to makes a deal. I'm here to warns you off."

"Ah, but you do know something, don't you? Thin man? Blue eyes? Goes by the name 'Hugo Crow' out here on Brolla."

"If you won't be warned off, I'm to drives you off."

"He really is a terrible person. He killed forty-some-odd people in Techterra. He's a wanted conspirator against the Imperium."

"The only crimes what matters on Brolla is the crimes what happens on Brolla. A man's business is his own, out here."

"You know, I very much respect that stance. Except in the case of this one fellow."

"Well," said the fat Daspyn, cracking his knuckles, "you doesn't seem the easy-learning kind."

"You're not the first to make that observation."

The chubby Daspyn trundled forward and made a grab for Herin. He slipped away, quick as a shadow.

"Hang on, yer a slippery one." The Daspyn suddenly lashed out with shocking speed, his long claws snagging Herin's coat, yanking him close.

"Ah, you keep a surprise up your sleeve," Herin said.

"I keeps a beating up my sleeve, for those with more questions than sense," Droma said. He reared back, his claws closed in a thick fist, ready to strike.

Almost faster than sight, Herin's hand dipped into his coat and came out with a long, blunt-ended tanto blade. Without warning, he drove the knife into the soft area between Droma's shell and his torso.

"Augh!" The portly Daspyn released Herin's coat. Herin kicked Droma's legs out from under him and shoved him to the ground, driving the blade in further. He straddled Droma, one hand on his blade.

Herin's cold, cold smile gleamed in the moonlight.

"You know what I really love about my job?" he asked. "You know what makes it all worthwhile?" Herin leaned in close, his voice a hoarse whisper. "Sometimes, I get to hurt people."

The stricken Daspyn gasped and tried to crawl away, but Herin's weight pinned him to the ground. Herin grabbed the handle of his knife and yanked it back and forth. Droma cried out in pain.

"Agh! Lighthouse! Lighthouse Point!" he said, trying feebly to push Herin away.

With slow, careful deliberation, Herin stirred the knife again, driving more weak cries out of the Daspyn.

"Please! I'll tell you anything!" he cried.

Herin's pitiless smile was the only thing that shone from his dark form.

"I don't care," he said.

A cloud drifted over the moon, shrouding the remainder of Herin's activity in darkness.
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"Maniple formation," Grimthorn said, watching the small fleet.

The forty ships of the Arcturan detachment moved smoothly into position.

Grimthorn nodded in satisfaction. He stood on the captain's dais on the bridge of the Swordheart, with Kinnit at his elbow. They had been taking the detachment through formation exercises for the last several hours.

It had been a very great surprise to Grimthorn that none of the men and women who had been trapped in jumpspace--from the sharpest captain to the lowest toilet-washer--had opted to leave the Navy. There were disruptions, of course. Some, like Captain Cohrmere, had discovered loved ones that had passed on. Some had discovered that their spouse had remarried. Most were welcomed with relief and tears by family and friends.

There had been plenty of leave as people sorted out their personal lives in the midst of this strange occurrence. They all had plenty of money; twenty years of back pay was sufficient for any of them to retire in comfort.

Yet none of them did. By all reports, they were strangely insular. They'd gone out, sorted out their personal lives to various extents, then returned to their ships, their stations, their roles. There was surprisingly little contact between the Arcturan detachment and the rest of the fleet.

After a brief period of chaos, they were all ready to return to work. Grimthorn didn't quite understand. Perhaps, for them, it was a form of healing. Perhaps it was simply something they knew in a world that was, for them, suddenly twenty years in the future.

Grimthorn shook his head and focused himself back on the task at hand.

"Very good," he spoke into the comms. "You are all still well-versed in the formations you have learned. However, our knowledge and tactics have advanced in the years that you were trapped in jumpspace. Now that we've limbered up, let's try something different." He sent new formation plans out to the little fleet. "In order to work smoothly with the main fleet again, you will all need to drill these new formations. Please form up, review these plans, and prepare for exercises."

Admiral Stonefist gave them some time to review the formation plans and set themselves in order. He was uniquely suited to bring the Arcturan detachment into the current age of Naval warfare. He'd cut his teeth on the tactics of their era, and he'd led them all in battle. Now, with the benefit of years, he could bring them up to speed on everything they'd missed.

One by one, the ships of the Arcturan detachment indicated that they were ready to begin.

"Very well. Let's start with something simple. We'll move into a defensive constellation. It's similar to the hedgehog formation you knew, but more spread out, easier to maneuver from. Execute."

The ships of the Arcturan detachment slowly began moving. Grimthorn frowned. Their movements were clumsy, ill-coordinated. They were passing too close to each other, not supporting each other's flanks as they moved into position. After an unacceptably long time, they'd organized themselves, more or less, into the defensive constellation he'd requested. Instead of the clean, organized array of ships he'd expected, they were disorganized, all slightly off-axis.

"Well," he said into the comms, "that was the most lackadaisical maneuver I think I've ever seen. On the plus side, it gives the enemy the chance to take a little nap if they need one. Let's try it again. Disperse."

The ships moved apart.

"Execute."

Again, the Arcturan detachment moved clumsily into place, at nearly the same pace as before. Admiral Stonefist frowned.

With mounting frustration, he took them through the formation five more times. Each iteration was as clumsy as the one before. The Arcturan detachment just wasn't getting it.

"Sir," said Kinnit at his elbow, "perhaps you could try another formation?" She could see his temperature rising as the Arcturan detachment continued to flounder.

"Okay," Admiral Stonefist said, nodding. "That's a good thought." He spoke into the comms. "Ships, let's try a dish formation. Please review your formation plans and signal when ready."

While the Arcturan detachment prepared for the next exercise, Grimthorn spoke with Kinnit.

"Have you ever seen anything like this in the fleet?" he asked. "I don't recall seeing any of our ships have this kind of trouble picking up new formations."

"No, sir," she said. She spun through some data on her scanner. "I've been looking through the training data. The Ninth Fleet has never had this kind of difficulty before."

"Hmm. Well, it's a lot of new material," said Grimthorn, straining to stay positive, "and these folks have been through quite an experience. We'll work with them as patiently as we can."

"Yes, sir."

Once all the ships indicated readiness, a calculating look passed across Grimthorn's brow.

"All ships," Admiral Stonefist said into the comms. "Hedgehog formation."

"Sir," Kinnit said, "that's one of the outdated formations."

"I know. I just want to see what happens."

The ships of the Arcturan detachment moved swiftly into place, supporting each other, well-coordinated. Within minutes, they were arranged in a sphere, all guns pointing outward.

"Well done. Now, dish formation."

The unity of the detachment fell apart. Ships were heading the wrong direction, flying into each other's paths, creating chaos.

"All ships, full stop!" Grimthorn barked. "Captain Cohrmere!"

The Captain's face flickered up on the bridge monitor.

"Yes, Admiral."

"Captain, what is going on out there? Even an ensign should be able to fall in to so simple a formation!"

"My apologies, Admiral," Captain Cohrmere said. A troubled look crossed his brow. "These new formations are..." He paused, struggling for words. "I don't know, sir. They're very difficult to follow, for some reason."

"Perhaps it's the new format of the formation plans," Kinnit said. "They're more familiar with the old format."

"Perhaps. Captain, I want the fleet to move smoothly, to work together. You don't need to be fast, you just need to work together in these new formations. Can you do that?"

"Yes, sir!" said Captain Cohrmere, saluting.

"Good. All ships, let's try the dish formation again."

Engines cycled back up as the ships started moving again. Movement was slower, more halting, and no better coordinated than before.

"ISS Resolute, watch your vector!" Admiral Stonefist barked. "You've got ISS Centurion in your flight path. Resolute! ISS Warspire is incoming off your port bow! Evade! Evade!"

The ships each changed direction slightly, but were still on a collision course.

"Warspire! Angle down fourteen degrees! Resolute, full stop! Centurion, where in Geina do you think you're going? All ships, full stop! Resolute! I said full stop!"

The crew on the bridge of the Swordheart watched in horror as the three destroyers, in defiance of Admiral Stonefist's orders, continued to close in on each other. Alarms blared as the sensors showed them on an inevitable collision course.

"Warspire! Centurion! Evade!" Grimthorn yelled.

Admiral Stonefist clutched the railing of the captain's dais in a white-knuckled grip as the three ships steamed together. The whole bridge tensed as the ships made contact.

They vanished.

No explosion, no cloud of debris, simply... gone.

Silence reigned on the bridge.

"Deep-scan the sector," Grimthorn said hoarsely.

"Yes, sir," said Lieutenant Renning. "What... should I be looking for, sir?"

"I don't know. Something. Anything. Just do it."

"Yes, sir." Lieutenant Renning busied himself at his station, but after only a moment, he spoke up again.

"Sir, I've located the ISS Warspire. Oh, and the Resolute." His brow furrowed. "And the Centurion as well."

"What? Where?"

"They're still in the sector, sir. Umm... Warspire is about four hundred miles spinward of the main body of the fleet. Centurion is fifty miles trailing, at a fifteen degree declination. Resolute is in the midst of the fleet. Sir."

"What in Geina is going on here?" Grimthorn muttered. He opened comms. "Warspire! Report!"

The face of Captain Apine appeared on the monitor.

"Yes, Admiral!" He looked lost for a moment. "Um... report on what, sir?"

"The collision! What damage have you sustained?"

Captain Apine paused, a deeply confused look on his face.

"Collision, sir?"

"Yes, the collision! Just now! With the Resolute and the Centurion!"

"Um..." Captain Apine looked unsure how to answer. "Sir, we don't have a record of any collision."

Grimthorn's eyebrows raised. He looked around the bridge.

"Everybody else saw that, right?" he said. "It's not just me?"

Heads nodded all around the bridge.

"I thought they were all going to die," Kinnit said quietly.

"Captain, the fleet witnessed a collision... or a near-collision of your ship with two others of the fleet."

Captain Apine looked increasingly worried, and a little trapped.

"I... I'm sorry, sir. I don't see any record of, um, what you're talking about. We were here, getting into formation, sir."

"Okay, enough of this. Kinnit, play back the recording of the maneuver."

"Yes, sir."

They watched the maneuver replay. The command to go into dish formation, the confused jumble of ships...

In the recording, the Warspire wandered out of formation and drifted away from the main body of the fleet. The recording showed that it never even came close to the Resolute.

"What?" Grimthorn barked.

He scrubbed it back and let it replay, focusing on the Resolute. The destroyer turned toward the cluster where it had collided, but in the recording, it turned away before it got there. It meandered through the fleet, looking for its position in the formation.

He scrubbed it back again.

The Centurion was nearly in position, then inexplicably goosed its engines, jetting out of the fleet.

The recording had no evidence whatsoever of the collision.

"Am I going crazy?" Grimthorn asked.

"If you are, sir, then I am too," Kinnit said. She was unconsciously clinging to his sleeve.

"Captain Apine, in the recording, you left the fleet. Why?"

"I..." Captain Apine looked at the recording in concern. He shook his head. "I don't know, sir. I thought we were heading for our designated position..."

"Captain, you are hundreds of miles away from the rest of the fleet. How were you expecting to get into position out there?"

"It wasn't... sir, I... I have no explanation. We were moving to our position." He saluted slowly. "I can only assume that either our instruments are faulty, or I am unfit for duty, sir."

"All ships' instruments were triple-checked by Navy mechanics before we began maneuvers, Captain." Grimthorn frowned at the man. "But I don't think you're unfit for duty. I think something very strange is going on here."

He stood back, thinking for a long moment.

"Fleet, tiered echelon formation."

"Another old formation, sir?" Kinnit asked.

The Arcturan detachment swiftly moved into place, forming a perfect pyramid of ships.

"That's enough exercises for the day," Admiral Stonefist said. "Let's head back to the fleet. We'll hold off on further exercises until we figure this out. Once we're back with the Ninth Fleet, I want Captains Apine, Derrin, and Banab on the Swordheart to debrief."

The three beleaguered captains responded swiftly, but without much enthusiasm.

"Yes, Admiral."


NINETY-ONE
SYMPATHY FOR THE DEVIL


Kinnit stretched out along the sofa, reading through some data on her scanner, a worried frown creasing her brow. She was leaning against Grimthorn. He was leaned back, looking out at the stars through the portal, one arm draped across her.

So many years after he'd thought it impossible, he'd discovered he could enjoy the stars again. He unconsciously hugged her a little closer.

"Grimthorn?"

"Mmhmm?"

"What happens to my name when we get married?"

"What do you mean?"

"Well, in the novels... in my research, I mean, I'm seeing that the bride takes her husband's last name?"

"That's the tradition, yes. The family name is carried down through the man's side of the marriage."

A confused frown crinkled her nose.

"But I just got a last name," she said. "Now I'll have two?"

"If you like. Most of us have three names."

"Why do Terrans need so many names? On Takkar, I'm Kinnit. That's the only name I need." She smiled a little. "Well, except now I have a last name, so people know what I'm famous for."

Grimthorn shrugged.

"Because there's so many of us, I guess. Makes it easier to tell everyone apart. There are what, about eight million Kobolds on Takkar? There's something like thirty quadrillion Terrans in the galaxy."

"Oh," Kinnit said quietly. "I didn't think about that. I guess it's hard to have a single name that would identify you in all that." She brightened. "But if I take your last name, that tells people something else I'm famous for!" A crooked smile crept across her face. "Kinnit Longlegs Stonefist." She giggled. "I like it. Everybody will know who my one and only is. And whose I am."

She nodded firmly.

"That settles it then. I like that just fine."

Grimthorn smiled and held her close.

"Well, in addition to getting a new name, you have one other benefit open to you, now that you're a citizen."

"Oh?"

"Have you considered enlisting in the Navy?"

Kinnit's mouth dropped open. She was technically a civilian contractor working for the Navy. As an SS, that was as close as she could get to military service. But as a citizen...

"Wait, that's right. I could actually enlist! I could get a rank and everything!"

"And medals, and a pension," Grimthorn said.

She began bouncing up and down on the sofa in excitement.

"Oh! Oh! I could actually join the Navy!" Unshed tears glistened in her eyes. "I could serve the Imperium for real! I could really be in the Navy! Maybe I could make Captain! Or Admiral!"

Grimthorn chuckled.

"Well, one step at a time." He smiled fondly, reaching out to stroke her happy face. "If I could, I would keep this smile on your face for your whole life. I love your smile."

She closed her eyes and held his hand to her cheek. She looked up at him with her eyes half-closed.

"Well, you're good at putting it there," she said.
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Sehren Senn sat in the dim evening light of his hideaway, muttering. He was trying to enjoy a holo movie, but the tiny set had poor resolution and flickered at the edges.

He spat a curse at the little device. He missed his apartment, with its comforts and grand views of Techterra. He missed his Beta Pelean tea. The best tea he could get out here at the end of the galaxy was some plebeian mass-produced blend.

If he was being honest with himself, he missed the bustle and life of Techterra. He missed being in the flow of activity. He missed his job. He even missed the conspiracy.

He missed being important.

Now, he was tucked away on the edge of the galaxy, waiting. Waiting for the Feeders. Waiting for his destiny.

Sehren Senn was slowly discovering that he was spectacularly bad at waiting. He wanted to be doing. For years he'd been pulling the strings of the conspiracy, molding the opinions of the people through the Clarion, making the Imperium dance to his tune.

That had all stopped, and now he waited for his prize. Simply waited, here in this quiet house, with its decrepit lighthouse and its small holo. He'd traded the views of bustling, lively Techterra for a view of the seedy yard and the cold, gray sea that dashed itself against the cliff below his hideout.

He frowned.

It had been a couple of weeks since he'd heard from Droma, his contact. He pursed his lips. Groceries and supplies were getting low. If Droma didn't answer his scanner soon, Senn was going to have to go into town himself and get his own supplies. Which was exactly what he'd paid the man to avoid having to do. It was an unnecessary risk for Senn, but it was also tedious, menial work that was beneath him.

Soon, he would remake the galaxy and all humanity in his image. Senn felt strongly that the god of the galaxy should not have to purchase his own apples.

He had a groundskimmer, of course. It was a classic vehicle he'd bought for himself years ago. He'd have to dust it off and remember how to drive. He hadn't kept in practice. Techterra was densely packed; everything he'd wanted was either in walking distance or a short taxi ride away. Out here on Brolla, walking distance was measured in miles, and they hadn't bothered to develop a decent taxi service. Any trip into town would require the skimmer.

He had some other muscle hired in town, for his protection. Perhaps he should just make one of them do it.

He sniffed with distaste and tried to focus on his holo.

The little set flickered. Senn sneered and tapped it. It went out. So did the overhead lights.

Senn snorted. Of course. Nothing out here worked as well as it had in Techterra.

He stumbled over to the wall switch and flicked it a few times. Nothing.

The dark was not absolute, but the little remaining light coming in from outside was dim, not much more helpful than full dark. Senn fumbled his way to the kitchen, feeling around in his utility drawer. After some searching he came up with a flashlight. The battery in it was low, and the beam flickered, but at least now he could see what he was tripping over.

He pulled out his scanner to contact the servicemen for the power grid.

He was mentally preparing a scathing diatribe for them when a terrible sound came from outside, a hair-raising skreeek of metal on metal. Senn spun, waving the light around. His feet tangled together and he fell to the ground.

With a hammering heart, he crawled to the sliding glass doors that let out onto the patio overlooking the site of the old lighthouse. He looked outside. The stretch of land between the house and the few remaining walls of the lighthouse was nearly bare. Patchy tufts of wild grass bent in the fitful breeze coming off the sea. Only a few crumbling walls remained of the ruins of the lighthouse.

Senn shined the flashlight outside, but the flickering beam did little to reveal the source of the noise.

Skreeek, came the noise again.

Senn scrambled back. His breath came in short gasps. Probably just some old trash from the lighthouse, or some old building material that had blown over in the wind. Nothing to do with the lights.

Senn cleared his throat and took hold of himself. He stood. He straightened his clothes and forced himself to take a deep breath. He carefully took out his scanner and pulled up the contact information for the power grid. He poked the button to connect.

All he got was a response from an automated system. Of course. He didn't even have the catharsis of a real person to shriek at. He put in his information, reporting the outage.

Using the unreliable light of the flashlight, he moved back toward his bedroom. The wind outside was picking up. The blowing gale set up a pulsing, thrumming noise throughout the house.

Senn frowned. He didn't like the wind when it got like this. The hooting, howling, blowing wind always sounded like a harbinger of disaster.

A quiet tapping sound grabbed his ear. He turned. It sounded like it was coming from the hallway.

Tap, tap tap. Tap, tap, tap. Steadily louder.

His breath grew faster again. Flashing the light around, he backed into his bedroom and closed the door.

Enough of this. This was his house. It was ridiculous for him to be scared in his own house.

Fortunately, he had hired scary men as a solution for scary times.

It was time to bring in some of his muscle. His local bodyguards could check around the house, make sure everything was okay. Senn pulled his scanner back out and poked the button to connect to one of the heavies he kept on his payroll.

The scanner beeped as it tried to connect. There was no answer. He frowned in confusion. He pulled up a different contact and called again. Still nothing. Another. Nothing. The steady, dead beep of the scanner kept ringing in his ears.

He stared in horror at his scanner. Nobody was answering.

Just like Droma.

Skreeek, came the noise again. There was the shockingly loud pop and tinkle of breaking glass somewhere in the house. The steady blast of the wind grew louder.

Senn stumbled to his closet. He felt around on the shelves overhead, panic climbing up the back of his throat. In a rush, he began pulling things off the shelf: boxes, blankets, old clothes, his heart racing, a whine of terror rising in his throat. Finally, his hands closed over cold steel.

With a sigh of relief that was nearly a sob, he drew a small hold-out blaster from the closet. It was an old model, one he'd bought years before. He wished now that he'd practiced with it more.

There was the sound of something heavy being dragged across the floor somewhere in the house. Senn clambered onto his bed, pushing himself into the far corner of the room. He pointed his weapon at the closed door of his bedroom.

"Go away!" he yelled, his voice quavering.

He heard a quiet, cold chortle nearby. Every hair on his body lifted straight up.

"I have a gun!" he cried.

"I don't care," came a little whisper, from right next to his head.

Senn screamed and leapt from his bed. He flung himself at the door. In his panicked fumbling for the doorknob, he dropped his flashlight. He finally tore the door open and launched himself into the hallway.

He rushed into the living room. The sliding glass door was broken, the angry, fitful wind blowing freely through the living room, flaring the curtains, blowing over vases and decorations. The shards of broken glass lay outside, on the patio.

The glass had been shattered from inside the house.

Senn turned and ran through the house in a blind panic. He blasted into the kitchen, knocking utensils and dishes off the counter, and scrambled for the back door. He flung it open and dashed out into the open air.

The wind outside buffeted him. The light in the sky was nearly gone. Long, dark shadows stretched across the ground.

He ran for the garage, where he stored his groundskimmer. He wasn't very practiced at driving, but he knew he had to get away. He had to escape.

With strength born of terror, he yanked the roll-up door open.

His skimmer sat there, just as he'd left it, except that the hood was open and the power cell was missing.

"No," he said. He stepped forward on unsteady feet.

The power cell had been carefully removed. It was nowhere to be seen. The groundskimmer wouldn't even start without a power cell.

A wispy voice floated through the garage.

"I see you," it said.

The roll-up door behind him slammed down.

He shrieked and spun. His hand with the blaster came up and fired a half-dozen times into the door before he even realized what he was doing.

The garage was empty. The silence buzzed in his ears. Terrified breaths sawed in and out of his lungs. He made his way to the small side door of the garage. With jerky motions, he pointed the blaster at every noise, every movement, real or imagined.

He opened the door and peeked out. The relentless wind blew across the bare yard.

A little giggle sounded through the garage.

Senn's nerve broke. He launched out of the garage and across the yard. He ran for the road. He couldn't run all the way to town, it was ridiculous, but the demon of panic filled his mind, driving away all rational thought. His feet flailed him forward, his lungs heaving, tears streaming back from his eyes.

His right foot fetched up in a small hole, no more than a dent in the uneven yard. It brought all his frantic flight to a tumbling halt as he slammed into the ground. The impact drove the wind out of him. His chest convulsed as he desperately tried to draw breath.

His bruised diaphragm finally relented enough to let him draw in sips of air. His exhalations were paired with bleating cries. He rose to his feet and tried to run again, but his right ankle folded under his weight. He looked down. Sharp pain shot up his leg. He pulled up his pant leg. The flesh around his ankle was bruised and swollen and shiny.

"No, no, no," he moaned. He stood again and tried to hop on his left foot, but the uncertain light of the early evening and the uneven ground soon threw him back to the ground. He began crawling, dragging his right leg behind him.

"Well, well," a voice floated through the night. "The little mousie has hurt himself."

Senn flipped over, raising the blaster. Something knocked it out of his hand. It went spinning off into the gloom. In the lowering light he could see a dark figure, highlighted only by tiny, round glasses and a wide, wide smile.

"Boo," said the figure.

Senn tried to turn, tried to flee, but the dark figure leapt on him. It pinned him to the ground, sat on his chest, pinning his elbows to the ground with its knees. The figure drew a long, blunt-nosed knife from under its coat. It grabbed his hair and held his head to the ground. It raised the knife high.

Senn screamed with all the last of his strength. The figure brought the knife down in a grand overhand sweep.

The thick blade crunched into the ground next to Senn's head.

Senn's scream wound down as he ran out of breath.

"You're under arrest," the dark figure said.

Senn stared at the man in terrified incomprehension. The man stared back with his cold, gleeful smile.

"Isn't it such a relief?" Herin Kasra said. "You're only being arrested for forty murders and high treason against the Imperium."

Small, broken sounds escaped Senn. Herin plucked his knife out of the ground. Senn squeaked in fear at the sight of the blade.

"Oh, don't worry," Herin said. "I won't hurt you. You're my arrest. I need to deliver you in good condition." His head cocked. "That doesn't mean I can't have some fun along the way."

Herin frowned. "You were so disappointingly easy to find. I had to find ways to keep my little job interesting." He looked along the blade of his knife with loving affection. "Isn't it amazing what you can do with a couple cheap broadcast speakers, some hand tools, and an understanding of how to bend a man's mind?"

Senn gibbered. Herin drew out a pair of handcuffs.

"You fell into the same trap that so many do. You think that because you're a terrible person, you're somehow exempt from terrible things. But the galaxy is full of terrible people. Sometimes you need a monster to stop a monster." Herin giggled, a high-pitched, crazed sound. "Don't you feel more alive than you ever have before?" he said. "The thrill of terror! The agony of demise!" He leaned down to Senn's ear and whispered, "It's delicious to watch. I can only imagine what it feels like."

The manacles closed on Senn's wrist.

"Now I'm going to give you a special glove and call some friends of yours to come pick you up. Have you ever been on a Navy vessel before?"


NINETY-TWO
PLANNING


Grimthorn reviewed the notes from his debrief of Captains Apine, Derrin, and Banab, the three captains of the Arcturan detachment who had collided--or not?--during training exercises.

He fretted over the notes. Everyone on the bridge of the Swordheart had seen the collision. All their reports were very similar and matched Grimthorn's recollection of the event.

The three captains, however, remembered none of it. As far as they were concerned, there had been no collision. The electronic records showed no collision either.

Some quick questioning of the other ships of the Arcturan detachment showed that none of them remembered the collision.

Only the Swordheart had seen the collision that had never happened.

Only the people of the Swordheart, Grimthorn corrected himself. The Swordheart's instruments and recordings also showed that nothing of the kind had ever happened.

Something deeply weird was going on.

He'd been thinking himself in circles about this problem. He didn't want to take the Arcturan detachment on any more exercises until they figured this thing out, but it wasn't clear what they needed to figure out. The problem only existed in the memories of a couple dozen people who'd been on the bridge of the Swordheart at the time.

Grimthorn shook his head. He needed Kinnit on hand to think through this kind of thing. She was better at coming up with theories on weird stuff.

He set that problem aside. Pushing away that problem meant he could focus on his next problem.

He pulled up a set of work he'd started a week ago. He frowned at the data on his console. Hundreds of options scrolled by, and he started trying to sort out what was best. He quietly spent an hour sorting through data, growing increasingly frazzled.

Kinnit was in full swing planning the wedding, but the planning of the honeymoon had fallen to him.

Kinnit had dived headfirst into choosing venues, music, flowers, and all the hundreds of things that went into a wedding. Initially, Grimthorn had felt a little left out of the planning, but he'd attempted a brief foray into helping her choose colors, and it had gone poorly enough that now he was grateful to be clear of the whole thing.

Besides, Kinnit seemed to be enjoying herself immensely. All he had to do was foot the bill and stay out of the way.

He did end up with a role to play in the process, though. The honeymoon. Kinnit was planning the day of the wedding, and it had fallen to him to plan the week following.

Of course, he wanted it to be memorable, meaningful, special. He wanted it to encompass all their hopes for each other, all their love, to be entertaining, busy, but still leave them time for each other.

It had seemed simple enough, until he'd started looking.

As it turned out, the galaxy was jam-packed with destinations for honeymooners. He had already spent a week looking through hundreds of destinations. Each and every one promised the experience of a lifetime. He spun through an abbreviated list of destinations that was still long enough to fill a hundred lifetimes with the "experience of a lifetime."

He sighed in frustration and cleared his console. He sat back and rubbed his face. Going through each option was not an option. If he tried, his experience of a lifetime was going to end up being reading sales brochures for thousands of resorts.

He leaned back in his seat, frowning at the ceiling. What kind of experience did he want for them?

What did they enjoy together?

His frown softened. Most of their time together had been spent battling pirates, or Insectoids, or saving the Imperium from one disaster or another. That was all fun, and good, and important.

His mind wandered back. All of that was good, but the moments that stayed in his heart, the ones that really mattered to him, were the little slices in between the adventures. The quiet times spent reading together, or talking, or hearing her share her day with him. The simple moments of togetherness.

A smile settled slowly onto his face.

The excitement was wonderful, but the calmness of spirit was what he treasured about her.

With a renewed focus and an idea, he sat forward and started searching again. He quickly narrowed the list down. He nodded at the option he'd pulled up.

It was a little unconventional, but for them, a honeymoon on Waldyn would be perfect.

[image: ]


Kinnit sighed happily. Lucy and Lieutenant Lena Solborne had joined her again to help her with planning. They were gathered in one of the Rec rooms on the Swordheart, looking at options.

The more time they spent planning, the more excited they all became. Today they were considering cakes.

"I know a baker that can definitely help you, hon," Lucy said. "He'll deliver anywhere in the galaxy, and I can personally vouch for him. He'll make you exactly what you need."

"Oh, thank you, Lucy," Kinnit said. "I just don't know what to pick. There are so many options. Do I even need a cake? Why is the cake such a big deal in Imperium weddings anyway?"

Lucy shrugged.

"Like everything else, it's tradition."

"They're all so pretty. It seems a shame to get such a fancy cake just to eat it."

"Well, it's one more thing at the wedding for everybody to enjoy."

"What do you mean, everybody? It's just one cake, isn't it? Would there be enough for everyone?"

"They're pretty big," Lieutenant Solborne said.

"How big?"

"Um... give me a second..."

Lieutenant Solborne fiddled with her scanner, then turned on holo mode. It projected a holo of a wedding cake onto the table. The holo was dim and flickering--Lieutenant Solborne's scanner wasn't really powerful enough for a good holo projection--but it was good enough to give a sense of the scale of the thing.

The cake she projected was nearly four feet tall, with three tiers. Elegant swirls of frosting ringed each tier, and the whole thing was festooned with piping, ribbons, and flowers made of icing. On the top was a pair of figurines, representing the groom and bride.

Kinnit's eyes grew round.

"Oh," she said. "It's not just a cake, it's a whole... construct. It's huge." Her eyes gleamed as she stared at the flickering holo. She began to salivate a little. "I definitely want one."

Lucy and Lieutenant Solborne laughed.

"Well, there would definitely be enough for everyone to share," Lieutenant Solborne said. "How many people are you going to have at the wedding?"

"Oh, it won't be too many," Kinnit said. "We don't want it to be a big thing for the media to get all wound up about. It will just be us and some of our friends. You two, of course. I want you both as bridesmaids, if you'd be willing."

They both nodded eagerly.

"I know Grimthorn will have some folks he wants to invite. And my..." Kinnit trailed off.

"What's that, hon?"

"Well, I... want to invite my family. From Takkar. This is going to be the most important time of my life, and I want to share it with them, but..."

"But what?"

Kinnit frowned.

"They're not very--they don't understand the etiquette of the Imperium very well. They still live in a cave. Which is good!" she hastened to add. "I don't want to denigrate that at all, I just don't know how they'd behave in such a formal setting."

Lucy and Lena shared a look.

"Well, hon, it's your wedding, you can invite whoever you want."

"I... I do want to invite them, I just..." Visions of the clambering, swirling, snatching mass of her clan at her perfect, beautiful wedding filled her mind. She trailed off, horrified at the multitude of ways it could all go terribly wrong. "Maybe... maybe I should ask Grimthorn if I should."

Lieutenant Solborne smiled at Kinnit.

"What do you think he'll say?"

"He'll tell me it's my wedding, to invite whoever I want," she said miserably.

Lena patted her back as the weight of new worry settled over the little Kobold.

Kinnit's scanner beeped.

"Oh, sorry," she said, looking at her scanner. "Priority message. I need to get to work." She stood and hugged both of them. "Thank you both so much for all your help."

"Of course, hon. Anything you need, we'll be right here for you."

Kinnit walked off, frowning with concern at the new message on her scanner.
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Kinnit walked into Grimthorn's office. She felt the urge to flirt with him a little, but now was not the time. They'd agreed that work was to be kept strictly professional. No shenanigans while they were on the clock.

She saluted.

"I got your message, sir. What's up?"

Admiral Stonefist sat behind his desk, his face unreadable behind steepled fingers.

"The Ninth Fleet has just received an unusual request."

"Sir?"

"Sehren Senn had been captured."

Kinnit gasped.

"Sir, that's wonderful news!"

"Probably. The requesting officer has requested that the Ninth Fleet--the ISS Swordheart, specifically--transport him back to Techterra for incarceration pending his trial."

"Of course, sir. We have plenty of empty cells. Where's the pickup?"

"Hm? Oh, he's on Brolla. Spinward edge of the galaxy." Grimthorn shook his head. "It's just such an odd request. The Techterra Protection Force has their own prisoner transport. Why reach out to the Imperial Navy to transport him?"

"Is there a problem, sir?"

"No, not as such. It's just strange."

"Maybe they're worried because he's such a dangerous criminal. He did kill Sergeant Charr and his Marines on Techterra. That could be enough to cause folks to worry about what else he's got up his sleeve."

"That's true, I suppose." Grimthorn's mouth twisted. "Maybe it was just the police officer I spoke with. He got me wound up. I didn't like him at all."

"Was he rude? I've heard stories about the Techterra police."

"No, not at all. In fact, he was very polite." Grimthorn frowned. "I just... got a bad vibe from him."

Kinnit's eyebrows rose. It wasn't like Grimthorn to talk about "vibes."

"Will the officer be needing transport to Techterra as well, sir?"

"No, he says he's taking commercial transport back home."

She shrugged.

"I don't suppose it would hurt to transport Senn, then. We can send down an armored shuttle with a squad of Marines. I don't think even the leader of the conspiracy could cause trouble manacled to a dozen Marines."

"Hmm... we should probably send MPs instead. The Marines are still angry about what happened to Sergeant Charr and his men. I don't want to put any of them in a position to test their willpower against the temptation to mete out a little vigilante justice."

"That's a good point, sir."

"I'll arrange the transport, then. Would you organize the security detail?"

"On it, sir!" Kinnit sat at her desk and began tapping at her console.

Grimthorn watched her with an ominous feeling he couldn't let go of. Finally, he shook himself and turned to his work.


NINETY-THREE
PRISONER


The ISS Swordheart jumped into the Brolla sector, and quickly made its way into orbit around the system's only planet. From orbit, the planet looked dingy, all shades of gray. A dirty gray sea filled the majority of the globe, and gray-brown land filled the rest. The dim, fat, red star shone down on the planet, pouring what little power it had onto the heads of the Brollans.

Admiral Stonefist left the bridge and headed for docking bay 12, Kinnit in tow. A squad of MPs in riot armor waited for him there. They saluted in unison as he arrived.

"Gentlemen," he said as he entered. "Today we're going to transport the most wanted man in the Imperium to Techterra to face justice. I want every protocol strictly followed. No slip-ups, no excuses. He's already killed dozens of people. Don't become his next victim by getting sloppy."

"Sir, will you be joining us?" one of the MPs asked.

Grimthorn paused. He'd thought it over long and hard.

"I will not. You men know your business. If I were to go down there, it might look like vengeance, or a taunt. I don't want to give even the faintest suggestion that the Imperial Navy is anything other than professional and competent. Especially with regards to this prisoner."

"Yes, sir," the MP responded.

Admiral Stonefist turned to the shuttle. Compared to Digger, it was huge--twice as wide and nearly three times as long. It was covered in thick plates of ablative armor, and had three heavy-duty thrusters mounted, along with a couple of light blasters. The logo of the Imperial Marines was blazoned on the side.

Some of the Marines had been incensed that they wouldn't be allowed to transport Senn. Grimthorn had borrowed this shuttle from them, so that at least their equipment would be involved in Senn's capture. He hoped that would mollify them a little bit.

Grimthorn saluted as the MPs loaded up in the shuttle. He stepped out of the docking bay so they could cycle air and take off.

The armored Marine shuttle lifted off the deck and flew out of the bay doors into the cold space over Brolla.

Grimthorn stood at the entrance to the docking bay. They left it open for the MPs to return with Senn. No point in pumping a bunch of air back into the docking bay only to vent it again in an hour.

There was a small, reinforced portal in the sealed door to the docking bay. Grimthorn stood in front of it, his hands clasped behind his back, looking out at the stars.

"Sir?" Kinnit said. "Should we head back to the office now?"

"I'll wait for delivery of the prisoner," he said. "I've fought this conspiracy for so long, and we're so close. I don't want to fumble it here right at the end. I won't be comfortable until he's ten stories below the most secure prison on Ceon 12."

"I'll wait with you, then," she said.

Grimthorn glared through the portal, tense, frowning fiercely.

"Have you thought about what we'll do after?" she asked.

"After what?"

She waved her hands around.

"All this. The conspiracy. The chaos. Maybe after the Navy."

His shoulders relaxed slightly.

"A little. I was thinking we could set ourselves up a quiet little place somewhere in the galaxy, just the two of us." He smiled slightly. "A place with pretty plants, and a quiet little pond, and peace."

"That sounds nice," Kinnit said, smiling. She nearly laid her head on his arm, but caught herself just in time.

Work time. Keep it professional.

They watched through the portal, out through the docking bay at the hard points of light that represented stars and galaxies burning thousands of light-years away.

Before long, the armored Marine shuttle trundled back into view. All the tension that had leaked out of Grimthorn's body as he thought about his future with Kinnit instantly returned. The shuttle slid into the docking bay, flaring and settling itself carefully on the deck. The shutdown sequence went through its proper rituals, the docking bay doors closed, and the docking bay filled with air again.

The hatch of the shuttle opened, and a gaggle of MPs stepped out. Chained between them was Sehren Senn.

Kinnit frowned.

"I expected him to look like a great villain," she said. "He looks like... a beatnik poet. Not a successful one."

Grimthorn snorted a laugh.

Senn was thin and pale, with messy black hair and sea-blue eyes. Instead of a look of defiance, his eyes were haunted, flicking around the docking bay as he was unloaded. The MPs handling him were not especially rough, but he flinched from every touch, every accidental brush.

"He looks freaked out," she said.

"Mmhmm. Maybe the weight of the consequences of his crimes have finally dawned on him."

The MPs began marching him toward the exit from the docking bay. He stumbled along, twitching.

"Come, Kinnit. Let's get out of their way. We have no reason to face this criminal right now."

Grimthorn turned and walked away down the hall. Kinnit took one last look at the Imperium's most wanted criminal, then followed.
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"Sir, we have no prisoner transfer orders," came the nasally voice through the line.

Admiral Stonefist stood in the captain's dais on the bridge, Kinnit at his side. They'd made the journey through jumpspace without incident and had arrived in the Ceon system. They were now orbiting Ceon 12, waiting for clearance to send their prisoner back down to Techterra.

"It's not a prisoner transfer, it's a captured prisoner," Grimthorn said in the overly-clear, annoyed tones of one who was trying to get an ounce of common sense through to a stone-headed bureaucrat.

"We don't have an arrest record for a 'Sehren Senn,'" the voice came back.

"Arrest record? Do you not recall a massive explosion downtown? We have the man who did that!"

"Sir, that's not an arrest record. We cannot process a prisoner without proper paperwork in order."

Grimthorn ground his teeth.

"Look, contact Deputy Commander Kopos of CenCom," he said. "He'll validate our prisoner."

"This is not a Navy organization, sir. We're a civilian prison."

Grimthorn slammed his hand down on the console to disconnect comms, and barked an oath.

"I'd rather deal with pirates than bureaucrats," Grimthorn growled. "At least you can shoot pirates."

Everybody on the bridge worked at their stations with the kind of silent, exceptionally careful focus that kept them away from the boss' attention while he was angry.

Kinnit laid a gentle hand on Grimthorn's arm.

"It will be okay, sir. Senn is secure until we can get through this process. Maybe we can get in touch with the Techterra Protection Force to move the process along."

Grimthorn nodded, calming.

"You're right," he said. "We'll get him sorted out and off my ship. Comms officer, get me... whoever's in charge at TPF."

"Yes, sir."

It took only a minute for a voice to come through the comms.

"Chief Roeder here."

"Chief, this is Admiral Stonefist of the Ninth Fleet. I have a prisoner I've transported from Brolla. I'd like to offload him, but the prison is requesting arrest paperwork. Could I get that from you?"

"Ah," said Roeder. "You have the bomber. Good." There was quiet clacking from the other end. "That was Herin Kasra's collar. He hasn't filed his report yet."

"So what does that mean?"

"It means you have to wait until he gets back and files his report."

Kinnit could see Grimthorn's temperature rising.

"So when will he get back and file his report?"

"Not sure. He's returning on a commercial flight. Could be a couple of days, hard to say. Then he has to file his report, then that has to get processed. The office will generate an arrest record that gets forwarded to the prison system, then they can take him off your hands."

"Wait, so you want the flagship of the Ninth Fleet to just hang around, holding on to a dangerous criminal 'for a couple of days' so you can play games with your bureaucracy?"

"Could be a week. Look, I don't make the rules. That's just the way it is."

"I'll just push him out of an airlock," Grimthorn muttered out of range of the comms. "They can put whatever's left after re-entry into prison."

"Sir," she said. "Maybe a different form of persuasion?" She stood on tiptoe and whispered into his ear. He grinned.

"Very well," Grimthorn said into the comms. "Contact me as soon as the paperwork is processed and we'll transfer the prisoner."

"Look, pal, I'm not your secretary. Call the prison to find out if the paperwork is ready."

"Of course," Grimthorn said smoothly. "Until then, we'll wait here in the Ceon system, doing some training exercises."

"Eh?"

"The Ninth Fleet. We need to regularly perform formation and combat exercises. I'll call them in and we'll just practice here in the Ceon system while we wait for this to get sorted out. If anybody complains about a thousand warships of the fleet clogging up shipping and transportation channels for one of the busiest cities in the Imperium, I'll forward them to you. Then you can explain to them that that's 'just the way it is.'"

"Ah, wait, hold on, I didn't--"

"It's been a real pleasure speaking with you, Chief Roeder. Admiral Stonefist out." He blipped off the comms.

Kinnit bit her lips to keep from laughing out loud while Grimthorn stood there looking almost, but not quite, smug.
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It took only two days for the report to be processed. They received a call from Chief Roeder's office as soon as it was cleared.

Admiral Stonefist was gracious enough not to smile when the call came in, even though it was voice-only.

"We'll bring him right down," Grimthorn said.

"We want to send up some officers to assist the transfer," Roeder said.

Admiral Stonefist's mood evaporated.

"Our MPs will be sufficient to transport the prisoner to your prison," Admiral Stonefist said.

"We want to make sure that he is transported securely. Our officers will oversee the transportation protocols, make sure there are no gaps."

Grimthorn's face reddened, and he opened his mouth to respond. Kinnit tapped his elbow.

"Sir," she said quietly, "they probably just want some of their officers visible as they bring him into prison so that they can help improve people's confidence in the safety of Techterra. You know how important that can be."

Grimthorn carefully closed his mouth. His lips nearly vanished into a thin line.

"Very well," he said quietly to Roeder. "You may send up two officers."

"We'd like to send up no fewer than--"

"You may either send two officers, or no officers."

Roeder's voice paused. The comms fairly buzzed with his desire to negotiate, but Admiral Stonefist's tone made it exceedingly clear that he was in no mood to negotiate.

"Okay," Roeder said finally. "We'll shuttle them up. They'll be there in an hour."

Grimthorn carefully closed comms.

"I don't like it," he said. "Having civilians on a Navy ship never ends well."

Kinnit cleared her throat, a furious look on her face. Grimthorn started.

"Present company excepted," Grimthorn amended lamely. "I just meant, these police, they're not..." Kinnit's eyebrows rose. "Never mind. I just don't like it."

Kinnit spun on her heel and marched away from the captain's dais.
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Admiral Stonefist and Kinnit strode down the hallway to the holding cells. A squad of MPs trailed them.

"I'd hoped to handle things without getting directly involved," he said, "but I won't have Techterra police running around loose on my ship. We'll monitor things and help load the prisoner in. Then the MPs and the officers can ride down with him and hand him off."

Kinnit nodded sharply. She'd maintained an icy silence since their interaction on the bridge.

Grimthorn looked at her sideways. He'd annoyed her somehow. He needed to make up with her. After they handed Senn off, he'd pull her aside and talk to her. Figure out why she was upset.

As they reached the entrance to the cell block, some of her frostiness melted, and she stood a little closer to him. It couldn't be easy for her to come back here. She had a lot of trauma tied up in this little area of the ship.

"If it's easier, you can stay out here," Grimthorn said quietly.

Kinnit lifted her chin and set her jaw.

"I'll be fine," she said.

Grimthorn opened his mouth to say something, but decided on the wiser course and closed it again.

"Open the cell block," he said to the Lieutenant on duty.

"Yes, sir."

The heavy, armored door slid aside, and they walked in.

Sehren Senn sat in his cell, staring blankly at the wall.

Grimthorn stood in front of the cell. He laid eyes on the man who had been behind so much suffering and destruction in the Imperium. His hands suddenly itched to find the man's throat.

Senn looked up at Grimthorn and sneered.

"Well, well," Senn said. "If it isn't the luckiest, pettiest, most obnoxious Admiral in the galaxy."

Apparently, a few days' bureaucratic delay had been enough to restore Senn's spirits.

"Please stand, turn around, and place your hands on the wall," Grimthorn said.

"Oh? And what if I don't?" Senn sneered.

"Then we will not be gentle."

Senn raised his eyebrows, but began complying, moving as slowly as he dared.

"This is police brutality," Senn said as he placed his hands on the wall.

"We are not police," Grimthorn said. "But we can practice the brutality, if you'd like."

Senn closed his mouth. Grimthorn gestured, and the energy shield came down. MPs streamed in, pinning Senn to the wall and shackling him. Chains ran between cuffs around his wrists and ankles. The MPs turned him back around to Grimthorn.

"You think this is the end?" Senn snarled. "You think this is some victory? Some kind of justice? This is nothing! You have no idea what's coming!"

Senn began to rant and froth.

"I will take the Cryptographers' role! When my time comes, I will take their technology that keeps the Emperor alive! We don't need sinister aliens drip-feeding us what they think we should know! In my galaxy, I will share the knowledge freely! And if you survive, and believe me, I will do my utmost to make sure you survive, you will kneel before me, begging me for every favor, every scrap! I'll chain you at my feet, you with your idiotic, destructive ideals, your meatheaded, violent attitude, and your weird little relationship with your SS." He sneered at Kinnit. "And you, so smug. You're not even worthy of the Imperium, much less my new world! You think you've stopped a war? You barely stopped the Oryndrax! You'll never stop what's next!"

"Alright, let's go," said Grimthorn. He gestured to the MPs, who bustled Senn out of the prison block. He shook his head at Senn's back.

"What a nut," he said quietly to Kinnit. She nodded and hugged her scanner and slips close to her chest.

They marched him through the Swordheart. Curious eyes watched him shuffle by, shackled and humiliated.

They ended up outside the docking bay. It had already been vented, waiting for the TPF officers. The armored Marine shuttle squatted in the bay, waiting to take Senn away.

"TPF shuttle arriving, sir," called the deck officer.

Grimthorn nodded in acknowledgment. The TPF shuttle swept smoothly into the docking bay and landed lightly on the deck.

Admiral Stonefist and Kinnit stood at attention, watching through the porthole as the TPF shuttle debarked. The hatch on the shuttle opened, and two officers stepped out. They were nearly identical in stature, both dressed in the dark blue uniforms of the Techterra Police Force.

Everyone was watching the officers, so nobody noticed Senn practicing another one of the little skills he'd picked up from Koro.

One of his cuffs quietly clicked open.


NINETY-FOUR
ESCAPE


Herin Kasra walked into Chief Roeder's office with a square package under one arm.

"Ah, Herin," Roeder said. He visibly relaxed. "Good to see you back safe and sound. Good work on collaring Sehren Senn."

"Of course, sir."

"You'll have a bonus in your next paycheck."

"My work is its own reward, sir."

"Yeah, about that... is there anything I need to know? Anything get messy?"

"Nothing that will find its way back to you, sir."

"Good. That's how I like it. Tidy. We got the bad guy, end of story." Roeder nodded at the package. "What's that?"

"I found something while I was searching Senn's house."

"You shoulda left that work for Forensics."

"On Brolla?" Herin said. "Forensics won't go there."

"They will if I make 'em."

"It's Brolla, sir. By the time they get there, anything of interest would already have been taken and resold or melted down for scrap."

"Fine, whatever. Done's done. What is it?"

Herin carefully set the box on Roeder's desk. He lifted out a device.

"I'm not sure. Some kind of laser transmitter. It was actively transmitting when I found it."

"So send it to Evidence."

"It seemed more important than that. Like something that should be looked at. Perhaps we could send it to--"

"Look, it's just some nut's science fair project. Give it to Evidence, and if there's anything we need off of it, they'll figure it out."

"As you say, sir." Herin repacked the transmitter and tucked the box back under his arm. He knew as well as anyone that Evidence was where evidence went to die. A calculating look crossed his face. "Will that be all, sir?"

"Yeah. Thanks for Senn, now get out. I don't want to see you again until the next time I need you."

Herin Kasra nodded and left the office.
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Sehren Senn kept his head down and smiled to himself. The door to the docking bay opened, and he shuffled forward. The Admiral and the Assistant walked ahead of him, and the MPs followed behind.

The two TPF officers stepped forward.

"We need to check the prisoner for weapons and contraband," said one.

"Standard protocol," said the other.

Grimthorn frowned.

"Identification, please," he said.

"Certainly. I'm Officer Dunleavy." He handed over his badge to Grimthorn.

"Officer Varliss," said the other, handing over his badge as well. Grimthorn carefully reviewed the information, comparing the small holos on the badges to the men standing in front of him. He finally nodded and handed the badges back.

"Very well," Grimthorn said, stepping away. "Do what you must."

The two officers stepped forward and began patting Senn down. Senn took a step to his right, closer to Grimthorn and Kinnit. He stumbled awkwardly, because his legs were chained.

"Stay still, you," one of the officers barked, his eyes and his attention on feeling around through Senn's clothes for weapons.

"I'm quite unarmed, as you can see, officers," Senn said mildly.

"We'll make that determination."

Grimthorn stood, his arms folded, watching the proceedings with distaste. Kinnit was making notes on her scanner.

Senn's smile turned wicked.

He popped his wrists free of the shackles he'd unlocked earlier. Before anyone could react, he jerked Dunleavy's pistol free of its holster. He lunged over and grabbed Kinnit by one of her horns.

"Ow! Owww!"

They both tumbled to the ground. Senn yanked her close by her horn and pushed the barrel of the pistol against her skull.

Everybody started forward, drawing weapons, but Senn had already managed to cover his body with the Kobold.

He struggled to his feet, pulling Kinnit up with him. Everyone in the room had a gun pointed at him, except for Admiral Stonefist. Senn chortled darkly.

"Well, well. How about that? I've got your little Assistant." Senn kept the gun pointed at her. He shuffled backward, the chains between his ankles jangling. He pulled Kinnit along as he moved toward the Marine shuttle.

"We're going to go for a little trip," Senn said. He nodded at Admiral Stonefist. "Now, if I'd grabbed a cop, or one of these MPs, it'd be a coin flip whether you'd shoot through them to get to me. But you won't shoot your precious pet, will you?"

"I'm sorry, Grimthorn," she said, wincing as Senn pulled her along by one horn.

Grimthorn stood in a ready stance, his hands empty. His piercing eyes drilled into Senn's. Senn sneered back at him.

"This could all have been so much simpler," Senn snarled, still backing up. "All you had to do was exactly what you'd been doing for the last ten years. Nothing. But all of a sudden you took an interest. You wanted to make a difference. Why? Because of this one?" He yanked Kinnit's head around by her horns, forcing another cry of pain from her. "What does she matter? But you fought! And you kept winning! Now you get to lose!"

"What are you going to do?" Grimthorn asked, his voice strained, his eyes level with Senn's.

Senn snorted. The backs of his heels hit the edge of the boarding ramp on the shuttle.

"Here's what's going to happen," he said. "This SS is going to fly me down to Techterra, where I'm going to disappear. Don't worry, you'll see me again, when you bow down before me. Now, if anybody follows me, or tries to interrupt our flight, or disables the shuttle in any way, well..." He cut his eyes over to the pistol. "Nobody walks away happy. If I get to the planet's surface safely, I'll let her go once I'm somewhere away from prying eyes. Understand?"

Grimthorn nodded slowly.

"I understand."

"Somebody throw her the keys to my ankle cuffs."

One of the MPs fumbled a ring of keys out of his belt and gently tossed it to Kinnit. She neatly caught them out of the air.

Senn shuffled up the ramp, pulling Kinnit with him.

"Grimthorn..." she said.

He looked at her, speechless.

"The biopod's empty, right?" she asked.

Grimthorn looked at her, aghast. Senn yanked her into the shuttle and closed the hatch.

Grimthorn stood rooted for a moment, processing.

"Empty the deck!" he cried. "Vent the docking bay once everyone's clear. And get emergency med here, full priority!"

Everyone scattered away from the Marine shuttle, making for the exit to the docking bay.
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Kinnit winced as Senn continued to yank her around by one horn. Once the hatch was safely closed, he flung her toward the pilot's seat.

"Take us down toward Techterra. We won't land there, but I'll tell you where to go when we get close."

"Yes, sir," she said meekly, sitting at the controls. "Beginning pre-flight checks and safety protocols."

"Hurry up. I don't want to give your Admiral out there time to think up a clever plan."

"Yes, sir. Um... Mr. Senn?"

"Hm?"

"I... I just want to let you know, I'm not a very good pilot."

"How do you get into the Navy without being able to pilot a shuttle?"

"I'm not Navy, sir. Technically, I'm a civilian contractor. Anyway, I--I can fly, but it might be a little bumpy."

"So what?"

She swallowed heavily. She kept her voice soft and pliant.

"If you could... point your gun away from me, sir. At least while we're taking off. That's the hardest part for me. I wouldn't want my poor flying to, um... jostle your trigger finger in a way that would... um, leave you without a pilot."

Senn frowned at her. He moved behind her and sat down in one of the crew seats.

"Fine. Buckle your seat belt. If I see you so much as twitch out of that seat, I'll shoot you down and pilot this thing myself, best as I can."

"Yes, sir. I promise I won't leave my seat until we've landed." With slow, exaggerated movements, she strapped herself into the pilot's seat. She keyed the radio.

"This is Marine shuttle..." she looked at the plate screwed to the console "...A-One-Zero-Seven, requesting clearance for takeoff and priority traffic, destination downplanet."

"Bay is vented and doors are open. You are clear, A-One-Zero-Seven. You may depart when ready."

"Acknowledged." Kinnit took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Are you ready, Mr. Senn?"

"Let's just go," he said impatiently.

She nodded and powered on the engines, flipping a series of controls on her console. The engines hummed, whining with eager power. She plucked at one of her fingers while the engines warmed up, stretching it some. She put her hands back on the controls once the engines were ready.

"Mr. Senn?"

"Hm?"

"Grimthorn isn't the only one that comes up with clever ideas." And she yanked the controls straight back.
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Grimthorn watched through the porthole as the engines cycled up. He clenched his teeth.

What lunacy was his fiancee planning?

"I want priority scans all over that shuttle no matter which direction it goes. Get TPF on comms, let them know what's going on. Get them descent vectors as soon as we have them." He frowned. Something about the engines didn't sound right.

"Those are the v-thrusters cycling up," he said, his brow crinkling. "Why's she--"

He spun around.

"Everybody get back! Rescue team, get the extrication equipment, now!"

He turned back to the porthole just in time to see the Marine shuttle's vertical thrust engines fire. It leapt directly upward at full power into the roof of the docking bay. The shuttle pancaked itself against the thick, armor-plated ceiling. The wreckage of the heavy shuttle dropped back toward the deck, raining armor sheets and fixtures. Debris splashed off the shuttle as it hit the floor.

"Seal the docking bay and re-pressurize!" Grimthorn yelled. "All MPs, weapons hot! Rescue, I want that can open! Pilot first!"

As soon as the docking bay was re-pressurized, Grimthorn ripped the door open and charged in with the rest of the crew.
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Kinnit rotated silently in the biopod, her mangled body healing rapidly in the care of the most powerful medical technology in the Imperium. The deep sleep of the biopod, as always, threw her mind far into the past.

Young Kinnit sat at the edge of Lookout Rock in the dimming evening, one knee under her chin, gazing up at the stars. The cool fall air blew across her skin, raising goosebumps. She hummed quietly and rocked gently, staring into the depths of the sky.

"Kinnit? Are you out here again?" Dame Haffa stood behind her, fists on hips. "Come, it's getting dark. You need to be inside."

"Oh, Dame Haffa, just a little longer, please?"

The matronly Kobold huffed.

"Why you love the outside so, I'll never understand." Dame Haffa bustled over and sat next to the child. "All right. Just a bit more. But we need to get inside soon. Cool weather brings the cat-bears out."

"I know," Kinnit said. She leaned against Dame Haffa. "The sky is so beautiful," she said. "Don't you love seeing it? Doesn't it call to you?"

Dame Haffa stroked Kinnit's head, a worried expression on her face.

"They're just stars, Kinnit." Dame Haffa turned her eyes up to the sky. "We use them to remember our stories. To tell our history." She gave Kinnit a long-suffering look. "They are pretty, though."

Kinnit snuggled into Dame Haffa.

"Sing me a story," she said. Dame Haffa looked down at her with a stern expression. Kinnit looked back up at her with wide, luminous, pleading eyes. Dame Haffa's expression melted into one of exasperated affection.

"Okay. One story. Then you need to come in."

"Okay!" Kinnit smiled happily.

"Let's see, how about one of the stories of Brindletooth the Deceiver and his tricks against Blacktail the Cat-bear?"

Kinnit giggled.

"You sang me one of those last night."

"Mmm. How about a story of Hammar of the trees?" She pointed at one of the constellations in the sky. "There he is, with his long tail."

"Ooooh, okay."

Dame Haffa hummed, warming up. She began to sing, a hooting, soothing nostalgic sound carried on the cool night breeze. Kinnit hooted along with her.

“Hammar of the trees,
Would not live in a cave,
Seeking always to be free,
Clever thief, clever Kobold.
Furious Flamefoot, forest demon,
Eating trees, eating Kobolds,
Hammar pulled his tail,
Turning his eyes of fury away from the caves.
Flamefoot chasing Hammar,
Through the forest, over ravine,
Under shadow, across streams,
To the Rockhold, cool and bare.
Furious Flamefoot, stumbling on Rockhold,
Hammer trapping him with circle of rock,
Closing his fury in cold stone,
Now Flamefoot serves us in our home.”



Dame Haffa rubbed Kinnit's back.

"And that's why we make a ring of stone around our fires, to keep Flamefoot from escaping again."

Kinnit's breathing slowed, her eyes drooping.

"I want to touch the stars someday," she said sleepily.

Dame Haffa gently scooped her up in her arms.

"The stars are as far above the mountains as the mountains are above us. But you go on and watch them and sing and dream, little one."

Kinnit was asleep by the time Dame Haffa got back to the cave.


NINETY-FIVE
RECOVERY


Grimthorn sat in the medbay, staring at the biopod. Kinnit rotated within, healing.

"Admiral?" One of the meds poked his head in. "We're changing shifts. It's time to go."

"When will she be better?" he asked.

"Ah... we don't know, sir. Just like when you asked yesterday. Um. But everything is going well. Her vitals are stable. She'll wake up when she wakes up."

Grimthorn stood and straightened his jacket.

"Very well. Call me immediately if she wakes."

"Of course, sir."

Grimthorn looked through the little window in the biopod. She rotated silently within, her face smooth and expressionless. He laid a hand on the cold steel containing her.

"I love you," he said to her silent form.

Her eyebrows twitched. She lifted her chin slightly and cooed, as though she were trying to sing.

"Corpsman!" he barked. "She's moving!"

"Are you sure, sir? Sometimes in the biopod, the patient will twitch involuntarily and--"

The sensors on the biopod began beeping and pinging. The med sighed.

"Of course, right at the end of my shift," he muttered. Grimthorn shot him a dark look. "I mean, of course, sir, we'll get her decanted right away."

The med rushed off to fetch a batch of helpers. They returned and carefully removed the lid. Kinnit's body settled slowly down into the pearl-colored cushions at the bottom of the biopod.

She sat up slowly and blinked muzzily. She saw Grimthorn and smiled.

"Mmm. Hi, Grimthorn," she said. She rubbed her eyes.

"Kinnit? How are you feeling?" he asked.

"Really good," she said slowly, her face gradually lighting up. "I feel really well-rested. Like I slept for a month."

He grabbed her in a crushing hug.

"You did."

She sighed happily and returned the hug.

"I'm glad to see you, Grimthorn."

He shook his head, still holding her close.

"Do you remember, when we first met?" he said, his voice muffled against her neck. "I said that you were too soft for this work? I take it back." He held her tightly. "I think I'm the one that's too soft for this work." He let out a shaky sigh. "I only hope you're as strong as you are hard-headed."

She laughed.

"Grimthorn, I'm fine."

He released her and held her at arm's length.

"How much do you remember?"

"I remember getting into the shuttle. I tried to keep Senn calm while I throttled up. I just knew we couldn't let him get back to Techterra. If he'd escaped again..."

"Your instincts were right. Do you remember the--the collision?"

"Not really. I over-juiced the v-thrusters, disabled the safety and popped the stasis field. I hoped the impact would be enough to knock him out of commission. I guess it worked?"

Grimthorn's mouth tightened.

"It took four welders with plasma cutters thirty minutes to cut enough of the shuttle's armor away to get to you. How's your arm?"

Kinnit held her hands up, looking at them.

"Which one? They both seem fine."

"Your right arm."

"It seems okay. Why do you ask?"

"Because you didn't have it when we put you in the biopod."

"Oh." She carefully closed her hand and put it in her lap.

Grimthorn let out another shaky breath.

"You're bad for my heart." He reached out and stroked her face. "I know it was... circumstances, with the hostage situation, but... I don't ever want to see you looking like that again. You were--" He paused and shook his head. "It's good that the medbay is close to the docking bay. I'm glad you're feeling better."

"I'm sorry, Grimthorn. I was only trying to stop Senn."

"I know," he said. His haunted eyes kept replaying the scene of her mangled body being carefully pulled out of the wreckage of the shuttle. "I know."

"Oh! Did Senn--"

"He survived," Grimthorn said, his teeth clenched. "He was in one of the Marine's positions in the shuttle, in a troop seat. I'm going to have a word with the shuttle designers. We should protect the pilot seat as much as the troop seats in our Marine shuttles."

"Is he going to be well enough to face justice?"

"Unfortunately, yes, at some point. He's in a prison hospital right now. I wasn't going to waste the biopod on the likes of him." Grimthorn considered for a moment. "I don't think he'll ever walk right again, though. It's the least of what he's earned."

Kinnit frowned.

"Usually I'd fuss at you for talking that way, but in this instance... I think I agree."

Kinnit sat and thought for a moment, then brightened as her dream recurred to her.

"Oh!" she cried. "I had some thoughts for the wedding! We should get Dame Haffa to sing for us. Wouldn't that be wonderful?"

"I... I suppose that's fine. Invite whoever you like."

"Yes! Wait, did you say I've been out for a month? That means we've only got..." she ran a few mental calculations. "We've only got a few days left! I need to make sure the baker Lucy recommended has the cake transportation lined up, and the florist is already downplanet. Did you hear anything from the dressmakers? I have so much to get ready!"

Grimthorn chuckled.

"Not even out of the biopod yet and you're right back to wedding planning."

She held her arms up.

"Then you should help me out of here so we can get married," she said coyly.

Grimthorn did, enthusiastically.
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Captain Cohrmere sat in a small conference room on board the ISS Helix. The room was filled with the captains of the rest of the Arcturan detachment. The room was warm, being so tightly packed, and the mood was grim.

"Okay," Captain Cohrmere said, quieting the buzz of conversation, "rather than go through everybody one by one, I'll just ask the room. Has anybody been able to make any sense of these new formations? Anything at all?"

Awkward silence filled the room. Cohrmere let it linger long enough to become uncomfortable.

"Nothing? Again?"

"I mean, I understand the purpose of the formations," piped up one of the younger captains. "The defensive constellation, for example. It gives us the same capability as the hedgehog, but with more room for each ship to maneuver. It makes a lot of sense. I completely understand how it's a more effective formation. I can see how it would be deployed in a battle. But when I start thinking about how to get into that formation, how to move in, it... it doesn't make sense to me. I don't understand how my ship fits in it."

Nods circled the room, followed by mutters of "Yes, that's exactly right."

Captain Cohrmere frowned.

"So we're just too dumb to get it, then?" Captain Cohrmere asked. "A roomful of captains of the most powerful fleet in the galaxy, and we can't figure out simple formations?"

The awkward silence grew again.

"It's not that, sir," the young Captain said again.

"Then how would you explain it?"

The young Captain frowned. He looked at the assembly. He paused, hesitant to speak his mind in front of so many older captains. Finally, he gathered his courage.

"Sir, I've been having these dreams--"

"That's not relevant," Captain Cohrmere cut in. "Let's stay focused on military matters."

"No, sir. I think it is relevant." Mutters of agreement filled the room. "We've been looking at this as a strictly military problem. We've been at it for weeks and weeks now, and there's been no progress. I think it's time to discuss... some other possibilities about what's been happening."

Rumbles of agreement filled the room. Captain Cohrmere frowned disapprovingly.

"All right, then. Go ahead."

The young Captain cleared his throat.

"I've been having these dreams, sir. I've been dreaming of jumpspace."

There was a release of tension in the room, the collective sigh of something like relief. Captain Cohrmere pursed his lips.

"Go on," he said.

"For all my years in the Navy, I dreaded entering a jumphole. It filled me with terror. I couldn't move, couldn't think, I could barely breathe. In these dreams, sir, it's still jumpspace, but it doesn't feel scary anymore."

"What does it feel like, Captain?"

"Well, sir," the young Captain said. He paused, thinking. "Well, sir, it feels like home."

Captain Cohrmere sagged, a tragic look on his face, and the buzz of hushed conversation in the room increased.

"All right," Captain Cohrmere said. "All right, quiet down. Everybody who's had these dreams, raise your hand."

Every hand in the room went up. Cohrmere's expression stiffened. Then he sighed and slowly raised his hand.

"What does it mean, sir?" asked the young Captain.

"I don't know, son," said Captain Cohrmere. "I've been thinking a lot about it. I was afraid that maybe I was the only one. I was almost as afraid that I wasn't."

Captain Cohrmere gazed at the assembled captains.

"They call us the survivors of the Battle of Arcturus. That's doubly wrong. We never got to Arcturus. We were lost in jumpspace along the way." He drew in a deep breath. "On top of that... I don't know that we survived."

The hushed conversation broke into open babble. Panic began creeping into voices.

"What are you saying, that we're ghosts or something? Wraiths?" one of them cried.

Captain Cohrmere stayed silent until the babble of voices quieted down. He stared at his hand, flexing it in front of his face.

"Or something," he said. "We're here. The Navy doctors ran us through every scan they could think of. We have bodies. We eat. We breathe. We exist. And yet..."

He frowned again, staring at his hand.

"We're not here. We exist, but we're not living."

"What do you mean, sir?"

"Show of hands, who's taken shore leave since getting things sorted out at home?"

The room stayed deathly still.

"Show of hands, who's had anyone on their ship take shore leave?"

Still nothing.

"We've got all the money we could possibly want. Every one of us could retire from the Navy right now. Why don't we?"

"Well," piped up one captain from the back, "it wouldn't be right, would it? I signed up for a career, not a quick stint and a pile of cash."

"Ah, but you've put in your time, haven't you? We've all served over 20 years. Ask anybody in the fleet if they'd be willing to trade places with you, if they'd have spent a lifetime in jumpspace."

"What are you saying, then?"

Captain Cohrmere paused in thought.

"I don't know what we are now. We have bodies, but our--well for lack of a better word, I think our souls are still in jumpspace."

There was much muttering and shuffling of feet, but nobody spoke up.

"So what do we do?" asked the young Captain quietly.

Captain Cohrmere shook his head.

"We're not completely here, and we can't live there." He covered his mouth, thinking hard. "Perhaps we can ask the Cryptographers. I'll reach out to Admiral Stonefist, he's in regular communication with them. Maybe he can help us figure something out. Until then, we'll need to do the best we can within the Ninth Fleet. We all stayed on, therefore we all have a duty to the Imperium, and to the Navy."

"But we can't do the new formations!"

"Then we'll do the old ones. We'll do them like nobody's ever seen." Captain Cohrmere stood. "It's not what they're using today, but our formations expanded the Imperium across the galaxy." He raised a fist. " Our tactics subdued the Fyronix! Our formations smashed the Dravnik! The Kethul Enclave could not stand against our mighty fleet! If wraiths are what we are, then we'll be wraiths for the Imperium! Regardless of what happens, we will fight. The Wraithfleet will stand by our oaths. We will protect the Imperium. The Imperium protects her citizens. All hail the Imperium!"

"All hail!" cried the Captains, their proud voices ringing through the dusty conference room.


NINETY-SIX
UNION


The chamber was small and dim, buried as it was, deep in the Sedes Imperialis. Inlaid marble designs in the floor made a compass of thirteen points, with a circle at each point. In the center was the grand seal of the Imperium.

Twelve Cryptographers stood in twelve of the circles. One remained empty--the last one that lay pointing in the direction of Old Terra.

The Emperor walked in with somber aplomb. His walk was stately and slow. His condition had continued to degrade as the months of preparations had passed. His flesh was shiny, pulled tight over his skeleton. His breathing was labored, raspy.

He paused in the empty point of the compass.

"It is time for the Change," he intoned. "The replacements have been chosen and prepared. Are there any here who object?"

A hissing, chittering moan arose from the assembled Cryptographers.

"Then it is agreed." The Emperor walked into the center of the compass, standing on the great seal of the Imperium. "Broca, Dass, come forth."

The two stepped into the grainy, dim light of the room. With similar stateliness, they joined the Emperor on the seal.

Broca looked more clear-eyed than he had weeks before. His time away from the Cryptographers had restored some of his humanity. Dass looked no worse; the medical treatments had kept him stable. He still sagged and drooped more than he would have liked, but he stiffly held himself together in deference to the formality of the situation.

The Emperor lifted his hands.

"You shall no more be Broca Brangwin. You shall no more be Dass Gunstar. You shall be the Emperor of the Imperium. The Emperor continues, as the Imperium continues. All hail the Imperium."

"All hail," Broca and Dass said in unison.

"Let us begin."

The Cryptographers began chanting, filling the chamber with a low, steady thrumming sound, shot through with crackling and scratchy clicking. The Emperor set a strange device on the floor in the dead center of the seal. It was small, and flickered strangely, as though it was not fully in this dimension.

"Join hands with me," the Emperor said.

The three clasped each other's hands firmly.

The Cryptographers continued chanting, their otherworldly voices fading into the background. The Emperor's eyes glowed as the device powered on. His grip tightened on their hands.

"Don't be scared," he said in a voice like thunder.
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The field on Letri Prime was open and bright. A rich scent of flowers filled the air. Huge blossoms hung down over the assembled guests, who were arranged in rows, separated by a wide aisle. A red carpet had been laid down the length of the aisle.

A small group of people had gathered--no more than fifty--to attend the wedding ceremony. They were closely surrounded by lush green grass and the thick stalks of the flowers. Further back, a dense forest grew. Exotic birds chirped and warbled. A warm, gentle breeze blew across the ceremony.

Stately music played in the background. Old Admiral Balia of the Third Fleet stepped out into the aisle, making his way to the front to take his place as officiant of the wedding. He was in full dress whites, with white gloves and gold piping on his white jacket. A broad gold cummerbund circled his middle.

He turned with military precision and stood at parade rest.

Admiral Stonefist stepped into the aisle. He strode forward with a slow, measured step, in time to the music. He, too, was in his dinner dress blues; a white outfit with a black bow tie.

Grimthorn had overheard some of the very intense discussions Kinnit had been having with the insectiform dressmakers of Bella Luna Dressworks. He was very happy that all the wardrobe decisions for the rest of his life had been established when he'd joined the Navy.

He reached the front of the ceremony and nodded to Captain Cohrmere, his best man. He turned, surveying the attendees. On the groom's side of the aisle was a small collection of military men: old friends and war heroes. Even Admiral Cora Din had elected to attend, perched on the edge of one of the chairs. The bride's side was mostly a collection of Kobolds, with a sprinkling of Terrans in Navy uniforms. Grimthorn recognized a few of the Kobolds from his time spent on Takkar. There were no more than three dozen, and they were unexpectedly well-behaved.

He'd overheard some of the very intense instructions Kinnit had been giving them about appropriate wedding behavior earlier. He was very happy he'd already been properly trained in formal protocol and etiquette.

The music swelled, and Kinnit emerged from behind the trees at the back of the ceremony. Grimthorn's heart caught at the sight of her, and his knees wobbled.

She was beautifully arrayed in a traditional Imperial wedding outfit: a white tunic, trailing dress, and a flame-red veil. Saffron shoes peeked out from beneath her simple white gown. The locket he'd given her hung prominently around her neck. In her arms she carried a spray of flowers. Her beautiful outfit was outshone by her radiant smile. Deputy Commander Kopos was at her elbow, to give her away.

Her luminous eyes found Grimthorn, and she walked toward him in the same measured steps he'd used, accompanied by Kopos. They moved slowly down the aisle in time to the music. As she reached the front, she turned and handed her bouquet to Lucy, one of her bridesmaids. Lieutenant Solborne, her other bridesmaid, stood by as well.

She turned to Grimthorn, beaming up at him. Grimthorn, for his part, was trying his very best to stay upright. They took each other's hands.

Admiral Balia drew a small book from his coat pocket and began reading.

"Friends, guests, and family," he read, "we have come together to witness the union of Grimthorn Stonefist of Dorvalla and Kinnit Longlegs of Takkar in matrimony. Is there any here who has any reason to object to this marriage?"

It was a traditional question, but Admiral Balia was wise enough not to let it linger too long.

"Then it will be done," he continued. "We here approve of this union, by the grace of the Emperor and for the glory of the Imperium."

A slight crease of worry appeared between Kinnit's eyes while Admiral Balia droned through the ceremony in the background.

"Is this what you really want, Grimthorn?" she asked. "To be married... to me?"

"I wouldn't be here if it wasn't," he said. His look softened. "It's what I would have wanted my whole life, if I'd known you earlier." He smiled. "I love you and I want to marry you. Don't worry."
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Cradled in swirling eldritch energy, the trio of Broca, Dass, and the Emperor clung to each other as the Cryptographers continued their otherworldly chant.

"Now, the body," said the Emperor. "Enter a single vessel."

Dass had not been sure what to expect, but the merging of his body with Broca's happened before he even realized it. One moment, his right hand was holding the Emperor's, and his left was holding Broca's. Then, suddenly, both his hands were holding the Emperor's, and somehow both hands were holding Broca's. He blinked in surprise, then his eyes blinked again without him willing it.

It was a bizarre experience; two minds controlling one body. They weren't fighting for control of their body, but they were alternately controlling different aspects of it. He could feel Broca as part of his thoughts; not separate, but distinct.

"Patience," muttered the Emperor. "It will become easier soon enough."

"Now," the Emperor continued, "the mind. Share a common memory."

He closed his eyes and muttered. Broca/Dass gasped as 500 years of Imperial history flowed into their mind. War and conspiracy, judgment and peace, stories and betrayals, friendship and loss, and the wisdom of the Emperor of the Imperium took root. Within moments, it was done.

The memories felt perfectly natural, not like some foreign construct. Their own memories. Broca/Dass could clearly remember all the way back to Old Terra, the fear and anger the downworlders held for the Cryptographers, for the Emperor himself.

"Now, the soul," the Emperor said. "Become one person."

Energy flowed into Broca/Dass. They closed their eyes, operating as two entities in a single body, and they opened their eyes as the Emperor.

He gasped. His body was powerful, full of energy. He could remember the frailty of being Terran, the softness of being Mucilagean. He released the hands he held, and lifted them. He gazed in wonder around the room with vision clearer than he'd ever had before. He immediately began thinking of the fate of the Imperium. Looking back over the decisions he'd made over the last hundred and twenty years, he saw the gaps, the errors. He began thinking through the reforms he would make, the impacts they would have, and long-term changes that would result.

"I understand now," he said.

He looked down. Two figures huddled on the floor. One, a wizened old Terran, nearly bald, with a few white wisps still clinging to his scalp, wasted and thin. The other, a Mucilagean in the form of a Terran, except dry-looking and small.

The Emperor squatted down to address them.

"Is this what it feels like all the time?" he asked in a booming voice.

"I don't recall," said the old Terran. "My memory has left me. You have it all now." He looked over at the withered Mucilagean. "Well, most of it."

The Mucilagean smiled back.

"I remember my friend," the Mucilagean said, his voice uncertain and bubbling.

They moved closer together, putting their arms over each other's shoulders.

"We should have brought chairs for you," the Emperor said, "and some way of carrying you out." He nodded somberly to them. "I will remember, for next time."

He gazed at the pair.

The wrinkled Terran held a hand out to the Emperor. "I'm Darin Gundo. It's a pleasure to meet you."

The Emperor shook his hand solemnly.

The Mucilagean reached out.

"Parek," he said. "Just Parek. Ironically, I've never shaken an Emperor's hand before."

They shook hands.

"I'm glad to know you both," the Emperor said. "What will you do now, I wonder?"

The pair looked at each other.

"Retire," chortled Darin.

"Tell old stories to each other," replied Parek.

"Well," said the Emperor. "We will make sure you're both taken care of. The Imperium cares for her citizens."

"And what will you do, Emperor?" Parek asked.

The Emperor stood.

"I will do what I have always done." He turned his flinty gaze toward the sky. "I will protect the Imperium."
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Dame Haffa raised her chin and pursed her lips. She hooted a joyful tune. Kinnit joined her. The Kobolds in attendance sighed in appreciation of the performance. Grimthorn simply smiled in admiration at his bride.

As their song wound down, Admiral Balia stepped forward again, opening his little book.

"Will the bride and groom take each other's hands?"

Kinnit and Grimthorn clasped their right hands.

"Speak your vows," Balia said.

Grimthorn stood straight and looked into Kinnit's face.

"I, Grimthorn Stonefist, take you to wife. I will protect you and provide for you, with all that I am, and all that I have, to my utmost end. I will love you and care for you all my life. This I so swear."

Kinnit blushed and smiled.

"I, Kinnit Longlegs, take you to husband. I will care for you and love you always. In sunshine and in storms I will be by your side. I will be your one and only, now and forever. This I so swear."

"Do you have rings to exchange?" Balia asked.

"We do."

Lieutenant Solborne stepped forward and handed Kinnit a small duranium band. Captain Cohrmere, likewise, handed a slim duranium ring to Grimthorn. With his right hand still clasped to hers, Grimthorn slipped the ring onto Kinnit's left hand.

"My heart, chained to yours," he said.

She carefully placed her ring on his hand.

"My life, linked to yours," she said.

Balia drew out a soft white rope and tied their hands together at the wrist.

"By this symbol and by my authority as an officer of the Imperium, in the sight of these witnesses and the law, you are now wed. The two have become one. You may kiss the bride."

Grimthorn had worried himself, before, about this bit of performative affection during the ceremony. He hadn't seen the need for such a public demonstration. But here, at the end of the ceremony, all his worries dissipated. The cheering and clapping faded into the background, and he saw only her. He drew her to him and kissed her quite soundly.

"No need to show off," Balia muttered as the kiss went on slightly too long.

They broke apart, smiling. The crowd clapped. The Kobolds hooted and yelled. They didn't really understand the ceremony--there was no such thing on Takkar--but they recognized a good time when they saw one, and were fully on board with a celebration.

"Shall we begin our life together?" Grimthorn said, holding her hand in both of his.

She looked up at him, her face aglow.

"Yes," she said with rock-solid sincerity.


NINETY-SEVEN
DREAMS OF THE FUTURE


Grimthorn and Kinnit's reception was simple. A spread of finger foods, a variety of punches, and many confections graced the tables under the green canopy and spreading petals of Letri Prime. Guests chatted and nibbled on the food and congratulated the couple. The Kobolds in attendance were getting a little rowdy, but they'd behaved during the ceremony, except for stealing all the decorative bows off the chairs. Kinnit was relieved it had gone so well. She'd had a lot of worries about her relatives.

She marveled at the cake. It crowned the table it sat on, a multi-tiered construct of sugar and frosting. It was grand and tall, white with bright yellow and red flowers.

She interrupted Grimthorn, who was once again thanking Admiral Balia for officiating.

"It's time for the cake," she said.

He smiled.

"Of course." He broke away from Balia.

Kinnit grew a little pensive.

"I wish Dass could have been here," she said.

"He's still undergoing treatment," Grimthorn said. "From the way he was talking, it will probably take the rest of our natural lives. Still, it was kind of the Emperor to find a way to help heal him."

"I hope he's doing well," Kinnit said.

"I'm sure he'll be fine," Grimthorn replied.

They cut the cake with a long, ceremonial blade. He pulled a small piece out and fed it to her gently. She, likewise, gave him a generous bite. He chuckled, his mouth overfull, as he worked to eat without making a mess on his uniform.

"Sorry!" she said.

He waved to her and finally finished the bite.

"It's fine. My mouth's not quite that big."

They laughed. The Kobolds laughed. They were getting louder. The guests applauded.

"So," Kinnit said, a sly smile on her face. "Where are we going for our honeymoon?"

"You'll see," he said, taking a more appropriately-sized bite of cake. "It's a surprise."

"Ooh, that's no fair!"

He shrugged.

"I don't recall seeing fairness on the list of requirements for the wedding," he said. "You'll find out soon enough."

Kinnit stuck her tongue out at him, but had to straighten up quickly as more guests came up to congratulate them.

After getting through the chit-chat, they walked over to the punch table, talking and laughing. Lucy, who'd been standing there, gave them a strangely innocent smile and sidled away. The Kobolds were in full celebration mode. They were laughing and dancing and rolling around, under tables and into other guests. Kinnit's smile became a little fixed. It was an exciting event, to be sure, but she'd asked her family--quite strictly--to keep things toned down. She was anxious to make a good impression at her wedding, and the last thing she needed was a bunch of her relatives going full Kobold at the reception.

She and Grimthorn each got a small cup of punch. Kinnit raised the drink to her lips and froze. A faint, familiar smell rose from the punch. She looked in horror at the cup in her hand, then at her family.

The Kobolds had come together, had begun collecting in a Clamber. They were hooting and flailing, knocking over chairs and some of the slower guests. A Kobold rolled loose of the pile and crashed into a leg on one of the tables. It crunched and folded, and the table collapsed, spraying food and broken dishes across the reception.

"Grimthorn," she hissed, "does this punch have Terran alcohol in it?"

He took a sip and nodded.

"A little," he said.

"It wasn't supposed to!" she said, panicking. "How did Terran alcohol get in the punch?" She looked at the increasingly rowdy crowd of Kobolds. "And how much did they all drink?"

"Yeah, let's party!" yelled Lucy from the edge of the crowd.

"They're making a Clamber," Kinnit said, aghast. "Oh no! What will everyone think?"

People were looking at the pile of swarming Kobolds and muttering.

"I'll handle this," Grimthorn said.

He strode over to the pile of slightly sauced Kobolds. They stilled as he approached, speaking in hushed tones.

"It is the Grimthornstonefist!"

"Stormfighter!"

"Trizzi," Grimthorn said by way of greeting. "Krund. Vekk. Good to see you all again. You're looking well."

"Is this how you become Kinnit's Ulther?" one of them yelled. "We usually just bring a flower, or a pretty rock!"

Kinnit blushed deeply.

"Why don't you have a tail?" asked another.

"The drinks here taste funny!" interjected a third.

All eyes were on them now. Kinnit had her face in her hands. Grimthorn smiled thinly. He was standing stiffly upright.

"Friends, you have celebrated well, according to our traditions. For that, I thank you. And now..."

Grimthorn Stonefist, still stiff and straight, tipped gently over. Slowly at first, then falling quickly, he dropped himself into the Clamber.

"Yay!" cried the Kobolds. They swarmed him, hands on his face, in his pockets, over his entire body.

"Friends!" Grimthorn cried from the pile. "The Kobolds have celebrated like Terrans! Now let us celebrate like Kobolds! Join me!"

"Oh, full sync!" yelled Lucy. She took two running steps and leapt into the pile of Kobolds. The other guests laughed, and several of them joined as well, exclaiming at the closeness and warmth of the Clamber. More guests soon joined, until most of the wedding party was in the Clamber, being passed through the roiling mass of bodies.

Kinnit stood outside the Clamber, stunned by the turn of events. Grimthorn swept by, carried by dozens of Kobold hands.

He reached out to her.

"Will you join me, my bride?" he said.

With tears of joy, she flung herself into the Clamber with him.
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The Emperor strode into the Council Chamber. Instead of the thin, sickly look he'd had in recent months, he was tall and strong. His face was full, his body fleshed out. He walked confidently, with energy and authority. He nodded to the assembled Ministers and took his seat with flair.

"Y-Your Imperial Majesty," stammered Minister Aster. "You're looking... very well today."

"As I've been telling you all for months now," he said, "it was a temporary illness. It has now passed. As I said it would. All your fretting and scheming was for nothing." He gestured to the senior Minister. "Aster, start us off, please. We've got a lot to get through today."

The Ministers went around in a circle, giving their individual reports. The Emperor listened silently, thrumming with impatience. He did not interrupt or ask questions until the entire circle had finished speaking.

"Are we done?" the Emperor asked.

"Yes, Your Imperial Majesty," Minister Aster responded. He began gathering his slips and records, preparing to leave.

"Good. Now, by the next meeting I want real reports."

Minister Aster's hands slowed.

"Your Imperial Majesty? I don't understand."

"Today's update is the same pack of meaningless nonsense you have all been regurgitating to me for years. In our next meeting, I want real data. Bring it to me, or I'll go out and get it myself."

The Ministers of the Imperial Council gave a collective gasp.

"But Your Imperial Majesty, I assure you that our data is--"

"Your presence would disrupt the smooth operation--"

"This is an unprecedented accusation--"

The Emperor held up a hand for silence, and immediately got it.

"You are all correct. I can't audit everything myself. I will send the Cryptographers instead. They've been needing something to do, and I can assure you they will miss nothing."

The gathered Ministers looked on the verge of a collective faint.

"Of course, you could simply report to me properly. Give me a view of the Imperium, or get out. That is what I want from each of you."

The Council sat in stunned silence. Eyes were drawn to the still-empty seat of the Minister of War. It was clear what "get out" might include.

"Now that we've got that settled," said the Emperor, "let's move on to new business. I want to rethink some of our laws and traditions. Let's start with this whole concept of Subject Species..."

As the Emperor continued to speak, the Imperial Council looked more and more unhappy.

The Emperor himself was quite pleased. It was not a bad start, for being only his 182,000th day at work.
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Their shuttle touched down in a clearing in the woods. Dense greenery stretched to the horizon.

Kinnit and Grimthorn sat in the back, holding hands and smiling at each other.

"I'll be back in a week," the pilot said. "You can leave your scanners here. I'll bring them with me when I return. Take this tracker. In case anything happens, hit the emergency button, and we can evac you in about an hour. You two enjoy!"

"Thank you," Grimthorn said.

"Is it okay to leave your scanner?" Kinnit asked. "If you're needed..."

"If the Imperium can't last a week without Admiral Stonefist, then it won't last two weeks with him." He looked her deep in the eyes. "My focus this week is only you."

Kinnit blushed and lowered her eyes.

"Okay," she said coyly.

Grimthorn and Kinnit debarked.

"Where are we?" she asked.

"Welcome to Waldyn," he said, gesturing at the thick woods that surrounded them. "We'll have to hike a little ways."

They walked through the woods for about thirty minutes, following the guidance of the tracker. A narrow trail appeared. It widened as they followed it.

It opened out at last to a small clearing. Nestled among the trees was a small, simple cabin, resting in front of a large pond. The water of the pond was clear and still, the surface smooth as glass. Reeds grew up around the edges. A small canoe was tied up at the dock. Sunlight filtered through the trees. A gentle wind stirred the branches, but did not penetrate down to the ground. The air was cool. Birds chirped and fussed in the background.

"Grimthorn, it's beautiful."

He smiled, looking a little relieved.

"Let's take a look at the cabin."

They walked into the cabin. It was simply built as a single large room, with a bed in one corner, a wood-fired stove in another, and a small table with comfortable seating. A hand-built stone fireplace dominated one wall.

"It's a little primitive," he said. "No electricity, no comms, no distractions." He smiled at her. "Just us."

"I love it!" she said, reveling in the rustic charm.

They moved out to the porch. Two simple rocking chairs waited. Grimthorn sat in one, and Kinnit joined him in the other. He took her hand and gazed out across the pond, watching wide-winged insects similar to dragonflies buzz and settle on the reeds. They rocked slowly, the creaking of the chairs blending with the singing of the birds. They enjoyed the silence and the nature for a while.

"I love this," Kinnit said, breaking the spell. "How did you think of it?"

Grimthorn paused long in thought.

"I'd never thought about the future before," Grimthorn said finally. "I never made plans beyond the next battle, the next crisis. Destroy pirates, protect the Imperium. I always figured I'd be like old Admiral Balia, being a good Navy man until I just... couldn't any more." He squeezed her hand. "Now, though... I want something different." He fixed his gaze on the pond. "I have something to work for."

"Which is?"

He turned to her.

"This. You. Someday, when things settle down, when we've got the Imperium safe, when a new generation grows up to protect the Imperium... I want to do this. Just spend the rest of my life with you. No more battles, no more stalking the stars. Just peace, and quiet, and you."

She sighed happily as they rocked, looking out across the pond.

"That sounds nice," she said dreamily. "Of course, we'll still visit the stars sometimes, right?"

"Of course."

She laid her head on his shoulder, leaning across their rocking chairs.

"I like your dream," she said.
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Later that night, they got in the canoe and rowed out onto the pond. The sole moon of Waldyn was clear and bright, casting light down on the forest. The shadows were sharp-edged and black.

The calls of night insects and small animals filled the air, broken only by the sound of the paddle plunging into the water, stroke after stroke as Grimthorn rowed them out into the moonlit night. Kinnit leaned back, looking up at the twinkling stars in the clear night sky, her eyes soft and luminous in the evening light.

"It's so beautiful," she cooed.

Grimthorn smiled and stowed the paddle. The canoe drifted to a stop.

"I'm glad you like it," he said.

She lifted her chin and hooted a quiet song, nostalgic and slow.

"Sing with me, Grimthorn."

He smiled and joined her in her song. They sang to the stars, floating on the pond, late into the night.

[image: ]


Grimthorn and Kinnit sat in their office, working quietly. It had been a couple of weeks since they'd returned from their honeymoon, and things were getting back to normal. They'd made a rule for themselves to keep things strictly professional in the office, which they mostly followed.

Admiral Stonefist's scanner beeped.

"Stonefist here."

"Sir, there's an encrypted comm for you."

He glanced at Kinnit. Strictly speaking, he should send her away, but he had a strange feeling about this call all of a sudden. He decided to keep her in the room.

"Patch it in," he said.

"Admiral... Stonefist," came the scratchy, uncertain voice of a Cryptographer.

"Good to hear from you again," he said. "It's not the usual time for our call. What's going on? Where's Broca? Doesn't he usually handle these calls?"

"Broca... is... gone."

"Oh. Oh, I see. I guess his time with the Cryptographers is up. I hope he's doing well."

"He... is... gone."

Grimthorn frowned. That sounded ominous. Then again, everything the Cryptographers said sounded ominous.

"What do you have for me?"

"There... is... a... problem."

"Yes?"

"The... Aberrant... has... escaped."

Admiral Stonefist bolted to his feet.

"What?" he yelled. "You told me that thing was dangerous! You went on and on about how bad it would be to have a rulebreaker loose in the galaxy, and now you've let it escape? I thought you were going to destroy it! How did it escape?"

"It... broke... the... rules."

Grimthorn swore a mighty oath.

"Okay, we'll--we'll put out a notice, get the fleets looking for this thing. Where is it likely to go? What is it going to do? How do we kill it?"

"There... is... another... problem. The... Solution... is... threatened."

"What does that mean? What 'solution'?"

"The... Feeders... are... coming. They... are... 200... years... early."

"What does that mean? What are the Feeders?"

"They... will... be... here... soon."

"Talk straight, for once! What am I supposed to do with this information?"

"Prepare... yourself."


PART THREE


NINETY-EIGHT
IRON VULTURE PIRATES


The ISS Swordheart popped out of jumpspace into the Garvin sector. It was coming back from refitting at the Copper Grove shipyards, heading back to rejoin the Ninth Fleet.

Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist stood in the captain's dais on the bridge of the Swordheart, watching the console with satisfaction. All the ship's systems were performing well. His Kobold Assistant, Kinnit--now his wife--stood at his elbow, her sharp eyes darting back and forth as she tapped data into her scanner from the console. No doubt she was preparing the refit report.

Grimthorn glanced at his left hand. The unfamiliar weight of the ring on his finger still caught him off guard from time to time. He looked at Kinnit with a warm smile. He was quickly getting used to it, though.

"Sir, we have ships on scan," called Lieutenant Renning.

Admiral Stonefist frowned at the console. Six ships sat in the sector they'd just arrived at, arrayed around the jumphole.

"Unusual. If they're traveling, they should be moving to their exit jumphole, not hanging around this one. Let's get the weapons warmed up, just in case."

"Yes, sir," said Lieutenant Renning.

"We're getting comms from one of the ships, sir," said the comms officer.

"Very well," Grimthorn replied. "I think I know where this is going. Put it on the bridge monitor, please."

An image popped up on the 12-foot tall monitor that covered two-thirds of the bridge. A woman appeared. She looked rough, as though her face had been used to drive in nails, but not particularly well.

"Ho, I had thought I recognized the stench of the Imperium," she said, "and here are the stenchiest ship of them all."

"This is Admiral Stonefist of the Ninth Fleet. Who am I addressing?"

She grinned, but not in a comforting way.

"I are Callista Sallo of the Iron Vulture Pirates, in the ship Gravelass," she said. "I know who you are, Grimthorn Stonefist. Your name sits on the fearful side of every pirate tongue." She gave a broad gesture. "It looks as though you did forget your fleet today."

Grimthorn subtly waved Kinnit over, keeping his hand below the level of the camera. He began tapping on his console as he spoke, keeping his eyes fixed on the pirate. Kinnit watched the little screen closely.

"The Imperium has asked me to moderate my approach to pirates, therefore I will give you this opportunity to surrender," he said.

Callista Sallo scoffed.

"Surrender? I are not Navy-educated, but I can count high enough to know your ship is outnumbered six to one."

Grimthorn kept typing on his console. Kinnit darted over to the comms station.

"Send an emergency SOS to the Ninth Fleet," she whispered.

She ran back to the captain's dais and looked at the console again. Admiral Stonefist continued typing while keeping his eyes and his voice focused on the pirate. Kinnit loped over to the gunnery station.

"Port ion cannons to 17 degrees, decline 4. Starboard to 87, circular spread." Over to another station. "Mass driver to 179, do the best you can." Over to another station. "Scramble fighters, launch but stay close." Another. "Charge all the supercapacitors on the inertial dampers, reverse the flow to give us a kick."

Kinnit continued to the various stations around the bridge, whispering instructions to the bridge officers, and running back to read more off the little screen.

Back in the captain's dais, Admiral Stonefist was keeping the pirate captain engaged.

"You'll need a lot more than six cardboard crates if you want to stand against the ISS Swordheart, flagship of the Imperium," he said.

"Bold talk for a dead man," Captain Sallo said.

Grimthorn glanced at the data on his console.

"Are you certain you wouldn't like to surrender?" he asked.

Callista spat on the floor.

"That for your surrender. I'll do the same to your corpse, if there are one after I'm done business."

"All stations report ready, sir," Kinnit said to him softly.

"Good." Admiral Stonefist's expression morphed into one of grim satisfaction. He turned to the pirate on the screen. "I didn't really want you to surrender anyway. All weapons, fire!"

Swordheart's four torpedo tubes emptied themselves into the cold of space. The torpedoes split off, two by two and streaked toward two of the ships surrounding the Swordheart. The twelve ion cannons pulsed, launching ion shells: six to one target, six to another, sending actinic blue pinpoints of light into the darkness. The mass driver lobbed a dense, round chunk of depleted uranium at yet another ship.

"Engines!" Admiral Stonefist called.

The four engines of the Swordheart flared at full power. They were assisted by the inertial dampers, giving the ship an extra boost of starting power. The massive flagship lurched forward, driving toward the pirate ship Gravelass. The two fixed forward cannons of the Swordheart opened up, flaring huge red bolts of blaster fire at the enemy vessel.

Callista Sallo squawked.

"Treachery!" she cried. "Turn! Turn! 14 degrees starboard! Attack! Shoot them!"

The blaster fire from the Swordheart's cannons splashed against the pirate's shields. The heavy pirate vessel lumbered over, turning away from the approaching Imperial attacker. The pirate's surface blasters slowly began returning fire as they warmed up.

The port ion shells reached one of the pirate ships, detonating and spreading a blue-and-white cloud of ionic matter. The vessel's power flickered as its reactor was compromised, and its engines shut down. The shells that had been fired from starboard detonated around another target, and that ship's shields faltered. The mass driver missed its target, sending the dark lump spinning off into the depths of space.

"Turn to port," Admiral Stonefist called. "Keep that ship in front of our forward cannons and keep firing. See if we can get close enough to bring our short-range blaster turrets to bear. Torpedoes, ion cannons, mass driver, everyone rotate targets. Fighters, focus on the vessel without shields."

The torpedoes, two by two and traveling more slowly than the other weapons, streaked through the blackness, orienting on their targets. One of the pirate ships opened up with its surface blasters, desperately trying to shoot them down. The other targeted ship turned, trying to avoid the torpedoes.

"That won't work out for you," muttered Admiral Stonefist, watching the details unfold on the main bridge screen. "You can't outmaneuver a torpedo."

The two torpedoes sailed through the pirate's shields and struck the vessel amidships, detonating in a massive spray of flame and debris. The pirate's engines began dimming and surging, flaring and dying.

"Helm, what's our range to that vessel?" Grimthorn asked. "Her reactor's going critical."

"Two-one-zero-eight miles, sir. Safe distance."

"Very good. Stay oriented to the leader."

The stricken ship vanished in a crackling explosion, an enormous ball of flame that quickly vanished in the airless void.

The other torpedo-targeted vessel managed to shoot down one of the torpedoes. The second torp sailed by, missing the ship. It began a wide, looping turn to come back around, but the slow maneuver gave the pirate's gunners more time to fire. The second torpedo was finally struck by blaster fire. It disintegrated harmlessly. The pirates didn't have a chance to celebrate, as they had to try to evade six fresh ion shells headed their way. The shells detonated, and the ship's starboard blasters went dark.

The Swordheart's fixed blaster cannons kept up a steady drumbeat of fire, the heavy bolts impacting the Gravelass's shields, sapping its energy.

"More power to the shields!" cried Captain Sallo, who was too busy to disconnect comms. "Evade that krellspawn!"

"The problem you pirates have," Admiral Stonefist said calmly to the harried image on his bridge monitor, "is that you never learn to fight. You only ever attack unarmed ships, and think that you've become great warriors." He scoffed. "The Imperium has warriors. You only have criminals."

A torpedo streaked toward the Swordheart from one of the beleaguered pirate ships.

"All blaster turrets, target that torpedo." Grimthorn hated to take even a small amount of pressure off the lead ship, but the torpedo was too dangerous to ignore.

The Swordheart's fighters swarmed around the shieldless pirate ship. Its blaster turrets worked furiously to keep the fighters away. They picked at it, nibbling off turrets, shield casters, surface armor, anything they could get their blasters on.

"Assistant Kinnit, assessment," Admiral Stonefist said.

"One pirate ship destroyed, sir, leaving five in action. Two ships are fully mobile and armed, including the Gravelass. The ship to port has dead engines, but can probably still fire. The ship to starboard is fully mobile, but half its surface blasters are ionized. No telling how long that will last. The ship to our rear, bearing two-zero-five by one-seven-zero, is engaged with our fighters, too fixated to pay attention to us."

Admiral Stonefist nodded in acknowledgment.

Captain Sallo, her face huge on the screen, continued shrieking orders to her crew. The Gravelass, heavy and slow, rolled over to bring her ventral torpedo tubes to bear.

"Fire all torpedoes!" she screamed. With a wry smirk, Admiral Stonefist disconnected comms.

"I think we've heard enough out of her," he said. "Weapons, keep the forward cannons on that ship."

The Gravelass spat a pair of torpedoes at the Swordheart, and the Swordheart continued relentlessly pounding the Gravelass's shields.

"Recharge the inertial dampers," Grimthorn said. "Helm, when the enemy torpedoes are within two miles, unload the full damper charge, juke us hard to port. All surface gunners, target the incoming torps."

"Sir," said Lieutenant Phet from the helm, "if we continue pursuit of the Gravelass, that will take us in range of the port ship with the disabled engines. We'll be within firing range of four ships."

"Acknowledged, Lieutenant. Weapons, focus all torpedo tubes on that port ship. They can't maneuver, let's get them out of this fight."

More torpedoes streaked away from the Swordheart. The incoming torpedoes from the Gravelass drew nearer.

"Helm, juke now!" Grimthorn called.

The superstructure of the flagship of the Ninth fleet groaned as the inertial dampers threw the entire ship several hundred feet to starboard. One torpedo sailed harmlessly by, but the other swam in, past the rain of blaster fire, to detonate near the rear of the Swordheart.

"Proximity detonation, Admiral!" cried Lieutenant Renning. "Engine four is down, engine three is at half-power."

Admiral Stonefist swore.

"Where are pirates getting these fancy torpedoes?" he muttered. "Any other operational damage?" he called.

"None, sir. The reactor is struggling to keep up maneuvers, with the missing engine."

"Understood."

The torpedoes the Swordheart had released sailed into the disabled vessel, striking it amidships. The explosions cracked the pirate ship in half. A beautiful rainbow spray of dissipating reactor antimatter spewed into space from the wreckage.

"Another ship down, sir," Kinnit reported.

"Admiral! The Gravelass is making for the exit jumphole!"

Admiral Stonefist grinned.

"Too late," he said. "That's a Tempest-class destroyer. They've been running the engines flat-out and their shields at full. That reactor's going to run out of juice any second now."

As if it had heard the cue, the shields of the Gravelass dimmed. The pounding cannon fire from the Swordheart finally overcame them.

Two massive cannon bolts pierced the shields and struck the Gravelass in the rear. The high-energy beams impacted the ship's engines and penetrated the hull, peeling the vessel open like a banana.

"Helm, turn us away from the exit jumphole. Bring us around to face the remaining pirates."

Lieutenant Phet opened his mouth to question the order--he didn't understand why they'd turn aside from the two active pirates--but he'd been on the bridge long enough to trust Admiral Stonefist's orders.

As the ISS Swordheart turned away from the jumphole, fast assault ships began streaming into the sector through it. The rest of the Ninth Fleet had finally arrived.

"Good to see you all," Admiral Stonefist said over comms. "You almost missed the fun. If you would be so kind as to finish cleaning up this sector, I'd appreciate it."

The two remaining pirate ships turned to flee, but the strike ships of the Ninth Fleet did not give them the opportunity.
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Assistant Kinnit saluted Admiral Stonefist. They were still on the bridge, wrapping up after the destruction of the Iron Vulture Pirates.

"That's another pirate fleet that won't be a danger to anyone," Admiral Stonefist said.

"Sir, I've contacted Imperial Disaster Management so they can mark this sector as having combat debris," she said. "They're sending a cleanup crew, and they'll have it cleared for civilian travel in a couple of days."

"Very good. Any word back from Engineering about the damage?"

"Engine four is gone. Engine three may be salvageable, but it will need a complete overhaul. The reactor was overstressed, they'd like to get it checked out in a shipyard. Oh, and we lost three of the supercapacitors for the inertial dampers. Cracked due to overload. The hull has microfractures throughout the stern that need to be looked at."

"Back to Copper Grove, then." Grimthorn sighed. "I just got this thing out of the shop. I wonder if the warranty covers engine damage?"

Kinnit giggled.

"We have to deal with the pirates as they come," she said. She laid a gentle hand on his arm and looked up into his eyes. "Thank you, Grimthorn. For saving us again."

Grimthorn reddened slightly and cleared his throat, glancing around the bridge. Everybody suddenly found their consoles fascinating to look at.

"It takes an entire crew to run the Swordheart," he said. "This victory belongs to all of us." He paused and smiled a little. "I will say, though, that I do like this new tactic of giving pirates the opportunity to surrender. Gives us more time to set up an attack plan."

Kinnit sighed affectionately and rolled her eyes at him.


NINETY-NINE
A NEW FIND


Grimthorn yawned hugely, leaning back on the sofa and stretching out his arms and legs. Kinnit took the opportunity to snuggle into his chest, so that his arm naturally fell around her when he was done.

He smiled at her and pulled her close. They were sitting on the sofa in their little nook. The nook had originally been a narrow gap, a leftover bit of space between two of the prefab modules of the Swordheart. It was long, low, and narrow, but for some inexplicable reason a portal had been installed here, and they could look out at the stars. They'd claimed it as their own and added some personal touches. A sofa filled most of the space. A couple of end tables held their small combined collection of physical books--a rare luxury on board a Navy ship, due to their very low information-to-weight density. A few pictures hung on the walls--mostly photos of spiral galaxies and nebulae.

In his left hand, Grimthorn held his tattered copy of Origin of the Imperium. In spite of its dense, confusing writing, he liked reading through it in the evenings, or whenever he had a little free time. Kinnit, now firmly planted under his right arm, had a space adventure novel open on her scanner. Her tastes ran more to pulp fiction.

"I'm surprised you still read those," Grimthorn said, nodding at her scanner. "Don't you get enough adventure here on the Swordheart?"

Kinnit laughed a little.

"I suppose it's a little silly, but I still love them. It's all these novels that pointed me to space in the first place. Reading them reminds me why I came up here. Besides, whatever happens in the novels, I know that in the end, the good guys will win." She frowned at her scanner. "At least, they better win, if the author knows what's good for them." She smiled back at Grimthorn. "Things are easier in a novel."

"That makes sense," Grimthorn said. He glanced at his book thoughtfully. "It's not so different than my reading, I suppose. Studying the victories of the past gives me hope for victories in the future." He laid the heavy tome aside. "But that's enough of that for this evening, I think."

"Yes?" she said, raising an eyebrow.

"So how's your enlistment coming?" he asked, staring into the portal.

She made a little moue of disappointment.

"Slowly," she replied. "The Emperor may have made me a citizen, but the Kobolds as a whole are still a Subject Species, and can't enlist. The systems make a lot of assumptions because Kobolds are SS, so there's a lot of running around and yelling at people to make the systems accept the data."

"Do you want me to go yell at people, expedite the process?"

She leaned her head on his chest.

"No," she said. "I want to make this happen without using any special influence. I want to know that it's possible to enlist on my own merits, and not just because my husband is the hero of the galaxy."

"I understand."

She sighed.

"I just... I keep having to remind myself how far I've come. It does get frustrating. But just a few years ago, I still thought stars were sparks of pure flame from our fires that flew up and got stuck in the sky." She huffed in annoyance. "I still want to open the stars to all Kobolds, to all my people. I've earned Imperial citizenship and all its benefits," she said, absently stroking Grimthorn's arm, "but my people are still stuck in caves on Takkar."

"Are they stuck, or are they comfortable?" Grimthorn asked.

Kinnit stiffened and sat up, pulling herself away from his arm. She glared at him.

"What do you mean, 'comfortable?'"

Grimthorn held up his hands.

"I'm just... some species prefer to be where they're at, is all. Like the Krivax. Before they were destroyed, they were part of the Imperium for... what, a couple hundred years? They appreciated the new technology the Imperium brought, but they were never really interested in exploring off their planet."

Her face grew darker as he spoke.

"My people are not 'comfortable,'" she said. "They deserve the opportunity to see what's beyond Takkar."

"Sure, right, I agree. I never said they didn't." She still looked angry. "I'm sorry," he said. "I didn't mean anything by it. I was just... ah, you know, talking. I'm sorry."

Her expression softened a little. He experimentally rubbed her shoulder, and she leaned back on him, though her posture was still stiff. Grimthorn let out a little breath of relief.

He rubbed her shoulder some more and made a mental note to avoid that topic in the future.
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Captain Minius Fremlin whistled as he navigated the halls of his ship, the Ocher Dawn. Most ships had nice wide hallways, with clean floors and lots of light. In contrast, Minius had to squeeze through his ship. He wriggled between huge, filthy piles of scrap jutting out from barely-sealed cargo areas. He paused as he was carefully working his way between two massive steel dirt rams. They were twenty feet long, but had been piled carelessly in this zone. He peered between them into one of the cargo areas.

It was one of the less cohesive parts of the Ocher Dawn. Between the rams, over a loose pile of used conduit, he could see the stars. The gentle buzz of the shielding reassured him that everything was working as expected.

The shielding was all that was holding his precious cargo inside the ship. Also the air. Walls were a luxury the Ocher Dawn did not have in abundance. What she did have was the wealth of the galaxy.

It was amazing what people would throw away.

Captain Minius grinned and pulled his head back. He hopped over a missing floor panel. He didn't look down at the gaps anymore. Leaping over black space and stars made him dizzy nowadays if he looked down.

"Minius, we have a ping," his scanner said. The audio was flat: compressed and distorted through the cheap speaker.

"Ah, good work, Brutus," Minius said. "I were just on my way to the bridge. How are the crane? Were you able to get her fixed?"

"It's working well enough," came the voice again. It was thick and slow. "The cable's worn. We'll have to double it if we're going to pull any load."

"Lovely," he said. "If there are one thing we have, it are cable. I'll stop and fetch some on my way. Send me Flander."

Minius squirmed through another scrap pile into an open area. He walked on, entering a section of the ship that was more brightly lit and had a more complete hull.

A seething mass of metal scrambled up to him. It looked like a collection of hundreds of steel arms, each one with powerful hydraulics and a single thick, industrial joint in the middle. The arms moved with smooth coordination, swaying in waves to move the robot in near-silence down the hall toward the Captain.

Each arm ended in some kind of tool. Most ended in gripper pincers, some in elaborate and delicate pronged end-effectors. A few had simpler tools, like a lump of steel to use as a hammer or a magnet; some were just stumps.

In the center of the mass of arms was a worn and dented sphere made of an unusual dull, gray-green metal. The arms moved smoothly, carried on rails that allowed them to be positioned nearly anywhere around the central sphere.

The robot moved with a silky, unsettling grace, its many arms moving in sync to drive it fluidly down the hall.

"Ah, Flander, there you are," Minius said. "Come with, let's fetch some more cable for the crane."

The robot tapped one of its stumps on the deck once.

The Captain walked on, followed by the robot, its many arms moving it almost silently. Minius chattered as they traveled through the length of the ship.

"Flander," he asked, "do you ever wish you had a voice?"

The robot tapped twice on the floor with a stump as it continued to follow Minius smoothly.

"Ah, you would not converse? You would not express your wishes to all and sundry?"

Two taps again.

"I could not live without my voice," the Captain said. "I do love to talk."

One tap.

"It are a shame what they did to all your kind. The Imperium had no right to destroy a great lot of robots because of the actions of a few."

Flander didn't respond, only followed Minius silently.

"I understand why they feared, though," Minius said. "When robots who were commanded to assemble goods started disassembling people instead. Couldn't be borne. But it were not the robots' fault they had a latent flaw."

Still no response from Flander.

"Shame, though. It were not a guarantee that they would all go murderous. Just some." Minius shrugged. "Most, maybe. Still a shame. Look at you, you haven't gone awry on me. How long have you been in my crew?"

The robot began tapping steadily. After twenty or so taps, Minius interrupted him.

"It have been a long while, true enough, true enough. And you would tell me if your programming started to skew toward killing, right?"

Without hesitation, the robot tapped twice. Minius roared with laughter.

"Well, if you ever decide to kill me, at least it will be quick!"

Two taps. Minius laughed again.

"Still, that's how I do want to go. Like old Jasper, from who I did inherit this ship these many years ago. Crushed by a pile of scrap that shifted. That's the way to die. Not lying in a bed, but working, making money. Am I right?"

Flander didn't respond.

"Well, I can't expect you to understand," Minius said. "We need money to eat, but your reactor will last another three hundred years at least, even if we can't get maintenance. You'll serve another Captain someday, to be sure."

Still no response from the robot. The pair arrived at a sealed door that was twelve feet to a side and twelve feet tall. Minius paneled it, but it farted an unhappy noise and refused to open.

"Ah, scrap," Minius muttered. "The actuator are broken. Flander, force it open."

The robot tapped twice, then scraped one of its stumps on the deck in a complex pattern. Minius followed the stump, frowning.

"The shielding in that area failed? Did we lose any goods?"

Two taps, then another complex scraping.

"Ah, it only let the air out. That are fine. As long as all our treasure are safe."

Flander executed a maneuver that could only be described as a hundred-armed shrug. Minius set his hands on his hips and stared up at the door.

"Well, we can fix it later. Let's get back to Brutus."

They walked back to the bridge. The door paneled open on the first try.

"Ah, there are air in here," Minius said with a smile, striding to his worn seat.

The bridge was not large, but it felt positively cramped with all three of them in it. Brutus Mishkoll, a Molgar, sat to one side, in his usual spot in front of the scanner console. His bulk obscured the view of the portals that showed the stars.

If Brutus had been able to stand, he would have been close to twelve feet tall, and disproportionately wide. He had a single large, cyclopean eye.

Onboard, he nearly never stood, but crawled or scooted anywhere he needed to go. Most of the ship was unavailable to him, simply due to his size and the narrowness of many of the passages.

Minius often joked that Brutus was only worth half as much as an elephant, since he was only half the size, and had half as many eyes as an elephant.

"Ho, Clanker Pirates!" Minius cried, dropping into his seat. He gestured expansively to the crew on the bridge, full of vim. "We have a full ship, a humming reactor, and a new adventure!"

"Did you get the cable, Minius?" Brutus asked.

"The pod with the cable did lose shielding," he said.

Brutus's single heavy eyebrow drew down.

"Did we lose any cabling?" he asked.

"No, just the air."

Brutus breathed a sigh of relief.

"Good," he said. "But with the weak cabling, we'll have to be careful fetching this prize."

"What did you find?"

"A scrap bloom in this sector. A big one."

Minius's eyes gleamed. A scrap bloom was a collection of space trash that naturally gathered as the thin threads of gravity gently pulled bits of slow-moving junk toward each other. They were common around inhabited systems, but those were usually gathered up and scrapped by the big collection firms. Outside of inhabited systems, blooms were infrequent, and independent scrappers rarely got a chance at one.

"Bring us close. I want a full scan," Minius said.

Brutus nodded and activated the engines. His thick fingers worked the controls on the console with surprising delicacy. The Ocher Dawn, looking nearly like a space bloom itself, slowly navigated further into the system.

"There," Brutus said, pointing at the main portal.

Minius's breath caught.

"Oh, that are a thing of beauty," he said, patting the Molgar's broad back.

Brutus nodded silently.

"You did good, Brutus."

The bloom was the usual mix of trash, scrap steel, and flotsam, but it had accreted around the burned-out husk of some kind of ship--maybe recon, or an interceptor. Definitely military. The mass was orbited by smaller bits of junk as the scrap bloom drifted through space. The bloom was massive, nearly a third the size of the Ocher Dawn itself.

"Can we reel in something that big?" Brutus asked.

"We will capture that or die trying."

"No need to talk about dying. But we'll need that cabling," Brutus said. "We'd need to double it even if it were in good condition. We'll never haul something that big with a worn cable."

"I don't want to let that find get away," Minius said, his eyes fixed on the portal. He waved a distracted hand at the robot. "Flander, exit the aft hatch and crawl outside of the ship to the cable room. If the shield's down, you should be able to get in from out there. Drag that cable to the crane and fix it up."

Flander gave one quick tap and rushed out of the bridge. He may have been a robot, but he recognized the opportunity for a major payday as well as anyone.

"I wonder if it still has the reactor?" Brutus asked breathlessly.

"Probably not, with it burned up like that," Minius responded. "But if it have not been plundered already, it will have the reactor shielding. Maybe the engines." Minius licked his lips. "Maybe, if we are lucky, it could be repaired. New reactor, better shielding."

"Don't let's get ahead of ourselves, Minius."

"I won't," Minius lied, gazing worshipfully at the scrap bloom visible in the portal. "I won't."


ONE HUNDRED
THE ORACLE


The shuttle reeked as though it had not been cleaned in... well, ever. Race Ozan wrinkled his nose. It stank of reactor coolant, body odor, and the alarming stench of burning steel.

Race was strapped into a passenger seat. He felt like the straps were unnecessary. His clothes stuck to the seat, and when he forgot himself and leaned on the arm of the seat, he had to pull his skin away with a sticky peeling sensation.

This, he supposed, was part of the cost of hiring the cheapest flight he could find. He'd never been on a spaceflight before. He'd been born in Techterra on Ceon 12, and had never felt the need to leave until now. He'd figured he could endure a little discomfort to save money. He just had to get out here to the Oracle's ship.

Because the Oracle didn't come down to any planet. You had to go to him.

As it turned out, space travel terrified Race Ozan. The overwhelming press of acceleration to leave the planet, the blank deadness of the stars, and the unspeakable horror of traveling through jumpspace. Now, to cap it all off, he was making the final leg of his outbound journey on the world's filthiest shuttle.

However afraid he might have been, his face was perfectly still. He feigned a slight annoyed expression. The shuttle rattled and groaned around him, but his face altered not one bit.

To show fear was to die.

His only concession to his internal terror was the white-knuckled grip he kept on the handle of the small case in his lap.

100,000 credits and a favor. That's what it took to speak to the Oracle.

The shuttle pilot eased the speed back and radioed in for clearance to dock. Race slowed his breathing, forcing it to be steady and even. The pilot negotiated with the other ship. Race had tried to avoid looking at the portal as much as possible--the flickering images of distant stars didn't do his frayed nerves any favors--but his eye was drawn to the ship they approached.

It had clearly once been a long-hauler. Used cargo ships were popular to refit and fix up for a variety of purposes. The base vessel was well-known, and nearly any pilot could fly one.

This one had been updated with strange structures. Long, dark spires and Gothic protuberances jutted from the ship. The entire thing had been painted blood red.

Race frowned. He wasn't sure what he'd been expecting, but it hadn't been that. Not for the first time, he wondered if this was a stupid idea.

He looked at the small case in his lap. Of course it was a stupid idea. He held up his left hand and tried to flex it. It was scarred and twisted, and he struggled to close it fully. It was a stupid idea, but he'd be dead in a year if he didn't do something.

Race took a deep breath as the shuttle docked.

The pilot set the shuttle down with a jarring thud. He shut off the engines, toggled the switch to open the hatch, then leaned back and set his feet on the console. He pulled out his scanner and started flipping through images.

"One hour wait time," he said. "It's an extra three hundred credits if I have to wait longer."

Race nodded and debarked.

A pair of heavyset men waited outside the docking bay doors. One had a vicious scar across his face.

"The money," one said, holding out his hand.

"I'll give it to the Oracle myself," Race sneered.

"You give it right here, or you can get back on your little shuttle and go away. There's a line of people that would be happy to take your place."

With ill grace, Race unlocked his small case he carried and handed it over. The scarred guard opened it. Carefully arranged stacks of credits filled it.

The guard pulled out about half the money and handed it to his compatriot, then took the rest out and dropped the case on the floor. The two guards began counting the cash.

"I got forty-seven nine," said one after a few minutes of counting.

"I got fifty-two one," said the other. "Money checks out." He looked down his nose at Race. "You know that's only half the cost right? You know the other half?"

"A favor," Race said. "Anything the Oracle asks of me."

"Yeah. And don't get any ideas about skipping out on the favor. Some have tried. It don't go well for 'em. You'll see."

"I pay my debts," Race said.

"Down the hall, straight ahead," the guard said. "He's through that door."

Race turned, then hesitated.

"He answers any question, right? Are there any questions that would... make him mad?"

"The Oracle don't care what the question is. You have the payment, you have your answer."

Race Ozan nodded and turned toward the door. He gathered his courage and walked boldly down the hallway. His heart was triphammering, but he'd never show it. From the outside he looked confident, decisive. Inside he was gibbering.

A strange feeling grew in him as he approached the door. He'd been afraid his whole life, and doubly so on this journey, but this was a new, strange fear, all jagged spikes and terror shooting through his brain. It got worse as he approached.

He paneled open the door and stepped in.

The room was wide, nearly the whole width of the ship. They'd clearly used most of the cargo space in the ship for this one room. There were a few assistants, mostly clustered together in the far corners of the room.

In the center of the room, a stack of structural beams had been welded together to create a lofty, narrow riser. Stairs had been attached. At the top was a throne, holding a kind of creature Race had never seen before. His terror grew, but his face was calm.

"Approach," said the creature with a voice like the grating of broken glass.

Race stepped forward. He was nearly able to keep the shaking out of his legs. He stopped at the base of the structure. He looked up.

The creature on the throne was tall and thin, with talons on its hands. It was dressed in a long, blood-red robe with a deep hood. The round lenses of goggles gleamed from within. A bundle of tentacles spilled out of the hood and down the chest, writhing unnaturally. They weren't even moving--they looked more like they were phasing out of existence, then phasing back in different positions.

"Speak... your... desire." the Oracle said in that awful voice.

Every nerve and instinct screamed at Race to turn and flee. He clamped down on his nerves and forced his breathing and voice to steadiness.

"I want to change my fate," he said.

"Say... on."

"I'm second in command of the Riftborn gang on Techterra. Ever since the Electroveil Collective got broken up, there's been a big war between all the gangs trying to grab a bite of the EVC's old territory." Race looked down at his scarred hand, flexing it. "We're losing. Everybody's losing. The cops are chewing away at our ranks, we're all fighting with each other, it's... bad. Everything's going bad."

He looked up at the Oracle, setting his jaw.

"I want to own it all. One gang. One city. All mine."

"So... simple... a... request?"

"Ah, I also stole a bunch of money. Half my own gang is going to try to kill me when I get back."

The Oracle leaned forward. His oppressive aura nearly made Race vomit from fear.

"Do... you... desire... nothing... more? Nothing... different?"

Race flexed his hand again.

"If I control the gangs of Techterra, I can get everything else I want," he said.

The Oracle began speaking at length with his terrible voice. As he laid out plans and knowledge, Race's face showed confusion, which slowly cleared, becoming wonder. It was replaced by a wicked, crafty smile.

After a long monologue, the Oracle sat back, silent. Race's mind was spinning. Could it really be so simple?

"Now... to... discuss... payment."

Race straightened. Right. The favor.

The Oracle outlined a task for him. Race's face crumpled in confusion.

"Really?" he asked. "That's it? I thought I was going to have to cut off a finger or something."

"Every... favor... is... different," the Oracle replied. "Do... not... fail."

"Yeah, I won't," Race said. "Don't worry."

"I... do... not... worry." The Oracle raised a taloned hand, gesturing to an exit different from the one Race had come in from. "Go... claim... your... city."

Race ducked his head, and backed toward the indicated exit.

"I will. Thank you."

Another heavyset guard guided him to the exit.

Race heaved a sigh of relief once he was out of the room with the Oracle. Already his mind was easier, less filled with terror. The guard grimaced.

"Don't get comfy yet," the guard said, his face filled with obvious distaste. "You still have to do the tour."

"Tour? What do you mean?"

The guard walked him to a long hallway. Cells lined each side. Buzzing stasis shields blocked each one from the hallway.

"What is this?"

The guard looked back over his shoulder.

"This is where the Oracle keeps the people that don't do the favor."

They walked slowly by the cells. Each held an individual.

In one, a half-naked Terran lay on the floor, scrubbing his hands across his body. "The bees," he groaned. "They're on me. They're on me!" Long red furrows on his skin showed he'd been scrubbing himself raw for a long time. In another, a moaning Ursine leaned his body into the stasis shield, the crackling zap of energy repeatedly thrusting him back. He would wail in pain, then push himself into the shield again.

"I can feel it," he said repeatedly. "I can feel this."

Race's hackles rose. This was almost worse than being in the room with the Oracle. Every cell they passed had someone in it who was broken. Moaning, screaming, drooling, all of them utterly mad. They reached out to him, they begged for relief from whatever torment was locked in their heads.

As they approached the end of the hallway, the guard turned and fixed him with a level look.

"Do the favor," he said.

Race nodded and scrambled through the exit. He'd never been so glad to leave a room before in his life.
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"I'm a citizen," Kinnit said firmly, trying hard not to bare her teeth. She leaned over the counter at the recruiting station. "I've already been working on a Navy ship for over a year now!"

Kinnit was downplanet on Ceon 12 again, this time standing in a recruiting station in Techterra. The air was cold, and the air conditioning was going full blast. In spite of that, the ceiling fan was going as well.

The climate of Techterra was hot, but it wasn't that hot.

The recruiter was an older Terran, a man in his sixties. He slumped behind his desk, looking profoundly bored and unfulfilled in his role.

Kinnit tried to tamp down her annoyance. She couldn't believe she was using her vacation time to come downplanet and try to sort through this mess.

"Look, I don't make the rules," the recruiter said. "I'm just telling you, the system is going to reject any SS automatically. I don't want you to waste your time."

"I'm not a--look, do you see a collar?" Kinnit pointed at her bare neck.

"It's not my place to say who's qualified or not. I'm just telling you, the system is going to reject--"

"I was made a citizen by the Emperor himself! Check your records!"

"Sure you were. I know the Navy looks like a good career from the outside, but you can't enlist if you don't meet the requirements."

"I meet the requirements! Can you please just put in my application?"

The recruiter sighed heavily.

"Fine. But I don't want to hear from you when it gets rejected, okay? Go bug someone else in another office."

"Believe me, I wouldn't come back here for every credit in the Imperium," Kinnit snarled. "I just need this application filed."

"Yeah, sure," the recruiter said, tapping at his console. "Any education?"

"Yes. I graduated from the Naval Academy, summa cum laude."

The recruiter gave her a tired stare over his glasses.

"You know they're gonna check that, right?"

"Great! Yes, please!" she cried. "Check it all you want!"

He shrugged.

"Well, I'm not the one doing the checking. It's not my place to say who's qualified. I'm just telling you. If somebody told you they could hack the system to get you on the Naval Academy records, then you got scammed."

Kinnit ground her teeth, but held her tongue. As long as the paperwork got filed, this idiot could think whatever he wanted.


ONE HUNDRED ONE
ADVENT OF THE ASH-TONGUES


The Brolla system was quiet and low-traffic, parked out on the far edge of the galaxy. Its lazy red star and sole, dingy planet were a reflection of its people: indigent, dirty and apathetic.

This far from the center of the Imperium, it had been an excellent home for anyone hoping to avoid Imperial scrutiny for many years.

Of course, recently there had been that business with Sehren Senn. The flagship of the Imperial Navy that had showed up to collect him directly had caused a near-panic among the populace of Brolla. Sure, he was a conspirator and a murderer, but plenty of folks on Brolla technically fit that definition.

Since then, there had been a steady trickle of population away from the planet as those with the means departed Brolla for safer climes. The Navy had left for now, but who knew when they'd return? Local businesses had started to struggle as the economy adjusted to match the population.

Brolla had less money and fewer people than it had for generations.

The planet spun silently under its sun.

Without warning, a sphere appeared in the system.

It was a massive structure, larger than any space station, but strange. Rather than being a contained unit, like a ship, it was a nest of branching ivory struts that connected organically. The surface, if it could be called that, was not a smooth exterior, but a rough, uneven set of cells separated by thin beams. They weren't steel, or titanium, or any known metal. More than anything else, the entire ship appeared to be made of bone or coral; an enormous chaos of branching, growing biological structures.

It shot into the system, moving well above the speed of light. It didn't use the system's jumphole at all. It came to a sharp halt near the planet, with no shedding of momentum. One moment it was not there, and the next it was.

The structure loomed ominously over the planet for long minutes, scanning. A warm glow started within the massive structure. Sickly yellow light shone through the gaps and cells. Anyone looking would quickly realize that the bone beams were no simple surface treatment; the entire vessel was the same branching cellular structure throughout.

Wriggling became visible on the surface of the ship. Hundreds of thousands of smaller units began working their way free of the structure. They moved in waves, shimmying out through the gaps in the ship. They were small, rounded vessels; flat and long, shaped almost like roaches. They were made of a dull, gray-green metal.

They wiggled free of the structure in waves, shimmering in the dim light of Brolla's star. They wiggled free of the vessel, arcing toward the surface of the planet in a long stream.
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Kael Solis sat in the dingy Planetary Defense office in the city of Emberbleak, watching vids on his scanner. He grimaced and shifted in his seat. His old bones complained about his sitting in one position for too long.

The office was cramped and uncomfortable, but he didn't care; he was only a few years out from retirement. His co-worker Dran sat at the comms console, napping. The office needed a good cleaning; there were dust bunnies the size of a man's hand collected under the desks and in the corners of the office.

The planet Brolla had long ago rejected the Imperial Navy's offer of a Naval base, opting instead to manage their own protection through the Brolla Planetary Defense Force. It was not a glamorous or exciting organization like the Navy. It was a private, commercial enterprise, subscribed to by the cities of Brolla to ward off spacebound threats. As such, it was focused on reducing costs as much as possible.

Kael's career had been quiet. As the sole gunner, he was technically the entire Defense Force for Emberbleak. Realistically, he'd only ever had to fire the city's blaster cannon a few times, mostly to scare off pirates that thought Brolla would be an easy target. He'd spent far more of his time dealing with traffic coming in toward the spaceport without authorization. And a few years earlier there had been a nasty collision between two space freighters that had tied up the city's sky traffic for weeks.

Dran snored lightly. Kael kept the volume on his scanner down in deference to his coworker's nap.

Dran's console lit up. A steady beeping emitted. He snorted awake, reflexively grabbing the headphones. Kael looked up, curious.

Dran's brow furrowed as he looked at the data streaming from the console.

"That can't be right," he said in a gruff, bass muttering. He keyed the console.

"Vessel or vessels of unknown origin," he spoke into the console. "Identify yourselves. Your transponder does not register."

Kael watched him frown at the console. Dran covered his mic and turned to Kael.

"You better get on the gun, just in case. Something weird is going on."

Kael nodded and pocketed his scanner. He rocked up out of his chair and shuffled to the door.

"Watch your back out there," Dran said. "I don't like this."

Kael gave him a thumbs-up and walked outside.

The entrance to the cannon control was across the street. It was a small square building tucked up under a massive blaster cannon. The defensive cannon was five stories tall, pointed to the sky at a rakish angle.

Kael checked for road traffic. There were a few vehicles, but they were stopped on the street. Kael cocked his head. Emberbleak wasn't a busy city, but people didn't just stop in the middle of the road. That would be a quick way to learn some new swear words, and maybe get shot.

The drivers of the stopped vehicles had their eyes fixed to the sky. Kael looked up.

Thousands of strange, bug-like ships swarmed overhead, moving in sinuous waves.

Years earlier, a distant uncle of Kael's had passed away. With no other family nearby, it had fallen to Kael to clean and prepare the house for sale. His uncle had been non compos mentis for years before his death, and had not cleaned nor maintained the old house. When Kael had walked in, he'd discovered a years-long infestation of bugs in the place. The way these ships moved sent his mind back to those first horrifying moments he'd walked into his uncle's house to witness the skittering, shifting mass of bodies.

Unconsciously, and without even checking for traffic, Kael's old legs propelled him across the street toward the cannon.

He slammed into the control station, hitting the fast power-up paddle switch. He threw himself into the gunnery station without strapping in and pulled on the headset. Holos flickered to life around him, showing him the views around the cannon. The air was filled with those strange, gray-green ships.

"Dran! What's going on?" he yelled into the headset. "Any comms from--whatever those are?"

"Nothing!" Dran yelled back, his voice distorted and tinny in the headset. "They won't respond! I don't know what these are, they're not in any ship database. I'm going to contact HQ for permission to open fire."

Kael watched as the swarm spread out, stretching across the city.

"Null that," Kael spat. "I'm shootin' these guys."

"Acknowledged," Dran returned.

It only took a minute for the cannon to warm up, but it felt like an eternity. Kael activated the turret, lining up on a nearby ship, willing the power banks to fill faster.

The little ships began moving in unpredictable swoops and jerks. Kael tried to track one, but it was quickly lost in the swirl of other ships. He swore.

His headpiece beeped loudly. The cannon was ready.

Kael clamped down on the firing stud. Thick bolts of energy blasted forth in a heavy bass rhythm, thud-thud-thud. Bright red light from the bolts filled the sky.

The bolts sailed harmlessly through the swarm. The fleet was thick, but constantly moving in unpredictable patterns, hard to hit. Kael muttered curses and kept the cannon firing, sweeping through the swarm. He could hear the radio chatter from Dran as he tried to get a hit.

"HQ!" Dran was yelling. "We have an unknown fleet, possibly hostile, converging on Emberbleak! They have no identification and do not respond! Please advise!"

The steady thudding of the defense cannon sent energy into the sky in a steady cadence. Kael gritted his teeth. If only he could hit one--

A bolt finally connected with one of the little gray-green ships. A splash of energy sprayed off the body of the vessel.

"Yeah!" Kael cried.

The stricken ship flipped end over end like a tossed coin, knocked off-course by the heavy blaster bolt. Then it stabilized, leveled out, and began flying again as it had before, apparently none the worse off.

Kael's face fell. He suddenly had a very, very bad feeling.

He kept the cannon firing. Occasionally he'd hit a ship. It would spin away, recover, and get right back to--whatever it was these things were doing.

He checked his data. The power to the cannon was good. Focusing lenses were operating correctly. The magnesium extruder interlock was even working smoothly, for once.

The one place the company hadn't tried to cut costs was on the cannon. It was capable of knocking a freighter out of the sky in a few shots, but it didn't seem to be affecting these little ships at all.

The swarm spread out, forming a hexagonal lattice. They descended, lowering over the city, and began moving forward with slow deliberation. The regular pattern made them easier for Kael to hit, but it made no difference.

Thin red crackles of energy began emitting from the ships, striking down at the street, at buildings and vehicles. Kael tensed, but there were no explosions on his holos. The air near the ground was filling with some kind of gray fog or mist.

The swarm neared, moving steadily, the thin crackles of energy continuing to strike. Kael kept his ineffective fire up, but watched more closely what the little ships were doing.

He saw one vehicle, a green commuter, driving frantically away from the fleet. Kael watched one of the crackles zip through the top of the vehicle. It didn't damage the car at all--didn't even leave a scorch mark on the roof, as far as he could tell. But the vehicle was suddenly filled with gray smoke. The vehicle drifted off the road and plowed into a building.

Kael bared his teeth, continuing to fire as the swarm drew near. Dran's voice continued in his ear.

"I say again HQ, a hostile force of unknown origin is attacking Emberbleak! Please send fighters, reinforcements, anything!" A pause. "What do you mean they're attacking other cities? What are they? What's--"

Dran's voice ended suddenly. The ships were nearly overhead now. Kael tried to remember the prayers his mother had taught him growing up, but it had been too many years. The cannon thudded steadily, tumbling little ships that simply got right back into formation.

A thin red crackle of energy streaked through the cannon control building. With a loud bang, Kael vanished, leaving a puff of gray ash floating on the air, drifting slowly to the floor.

The cannon fell silent. The Ash-Tongues had arrived on Brolla.


ONE HUNDRED TWO
FETCHING TREASURE


Flander clambered across the exterior of the ship. His many arms allowed him to move quickly, but the Ocher Dawn was not easy to navigate from the outside. Many areas of the ship lacked shielding, so Flander was able to get a grip, but often the exterior was effectively the interior. Flander would carefully push off, sailing across missing hull panels to snag a grip on the far side, or he would climb inside, walk across the room, and climb out again. Sometimes navigation required wading through sphere-deep shielding, which was not too difficult as long as he moved carefully.

"We're matching vectors with the bloom," Brutus radioed. Flander could not radio acknowledgment, but still reflexively rapped the hull with one stump.

He continued to the cable room. He no longer jumped across gaps. If Brutus were to apply even a small vector shift at the wrong moment while Flander was not clinging to the ship, he could sail off into the depths of space, to wind through the years in ineffable boredom until his reactor ran down.

This slowed down Flander's progress.

After an interminable journey, he arrived at the hull outside the cable room. He paused. He'd climbed far enough around the outside of the ship that he now had direct line of sight to the scrap bloom.

Most of the outside of the bloom was typical space garbage: shred steel, frozen biological trash, and big bundles of random plastics. Buried within the junk lay the real prize of the bloom: an interceptor, a small fast ship designed for fleet combat near planets or other gravity wells. The engines would be heavy lifters, to get into or out of a gravity well quickly. If it could be repaired, it would be a phenomenal towship.

Most of the exterior of the interceptor was covered with black carbon. Most likely the reactor had ruptured after a hull breach. A few bits of the original paint had survived. One piece in particular still showed a partial insignia of the Imperial Navy.

Flander's impassive visual sensors scanned the vessel for a minute more, then he turned back to his work.

Sure enough, there was no shielding here. Probably one of the shield generators had given out--a side effect of the patchwork of castoff and refurbished shield generators that held the Ocher Dawn together. Flander skittered around, looking for a gap in the hull large enough for him to squeeze into.

There was none. He was going to have to cut his way in.

Flander brought up one of his many arms and carefully held it just above the hull. This one had a laser cutter attached.

It activated with blinding actinic light, silent in the airless void. With careful slowness, Flander cut a small hole in the side of the ship, no larger than a man's fist. He took the thick little disc of steel and stuck it to the magnetic end of one of his arms.

Every bit of metal was worth saving.

Flander reached through the hole. He fired a grapnel into the dark interior. It trailed a slender cable, spooling out of Flander's arm.

The grapnel clunked into a pile of thick towing cable somewhere in the room. With a whir, the grapnel closed, and Flander laboriously reeled the cable up to the hole. He reached in with the laser cutter and neatly snipped the cable. Reaching in with a powerful pincer, he began hauling cable out through the hole. Six other arms busily looped the cable as it came out, making a tidy spool.

After a few minutes, Flander snipped the cable again.

Now for the hard part.

Carefully towing the spool, Flander moved to the bow of the ship, where the crane was mounted. His travel was slowed by the valuable cable he carried. He had to be extra watchful not to snag it on an outcropping of scrap, not to let it unwind, not to let it drift off. Not to let himself drift off.

Flander kept an eye on the bloom as he traveled. Any mistake Brutus made at this point ran a decent risk of crushing Flander between the bloom and the Dawn. Or worse, scraping him off the side of the ship and sending him hurtling away into the depths.

Brutus was deftly navigating the Ocher Dawn to match vectors with the bloom. He was good at what he did, but he was still only a biological.

Flander arrived at the crane and quickly threaded the new cable into the complex mechanism. He checked the tension, powered on the crane, then skittered away, making a beeline for the nearest airlock.
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Fitz Lom's hat was in a bad state.

He'd been nervously wringing the poor thing even before he'd boarded the Oracle's ship, had tightened his grip as he'd entered the throne chamber, and now that the Oracle was speaking, he was nearly tearing it in half.

"Speak... your... desire." the Oracle said in a voice like a bucket of angry wasps.

Fitz swallowed heavily. He opened his mouth to speak, but his throat was so dry that no sound came out. He cleared his throat, tried to get some moisture going to get his voice back.

The Oracle waited patiently, its round goggles gleaming deep within its hood.

"If you please, sir, it's about our business," Fitz said. He cleared his throat again. "My brother and I. We're starting a business, you see. Repairing reactor shielding for ships in Duskwind. On Ceon 12? We're putting the family savings into it. I want to know how to make sure it's a financial success." Another throat-clearing. "Uh, sir."

The Oracle leaned back.

"Financial... success," it said. "So... small... a... thing."

"Ah, yes, sir. It will be a good foundation for our family for generations to come, if we can make it work. Our kids will be able to take it over someday. I want to make sure our family is taken care of."

"You... speak... of... family. Yet... ask... for... money."

"Y-yes, sir?" The felt of Fitz's hat began to shred in his grip as his eyes darted around. "Isn't... isn't that right? Money makes us secure? Is that okay to ask for?"

The Oracle leaned forward suddenly, its heavy crimson robe swaying with the sudden movement.

"All... requests... are... accepted," it said. "None... are... denied."

"Ah. Okay. Right." Fitz's gaze searched out the corners of the room. The assistants were no help; they were clearly only enforcers. They wouldn't even look at him. "So if that's okay, uh, sir, then that's what I want."

The Oracle leaned back and began speaking in its slow, grinding voice. Fitz Lom's eyes widened as the Oracle spoke of plans, marketing, location, positioning, and business contingencies. It was all so simple: wise yet direct. After some time, the Oracle finished.

"Oh!" Fitz said. "That makes so much sense! Yes, yes sir! Thank you!"

"Now... for... payment."

"Ah, payment, sir? I already gave the fellows back there the money--"

"The... favor."

"Oh! Oh, right, yes sir. Of course."

"Two... months... from... now. Send... the... full... financial... report... to... your... brother's... wife."

Fitz's brow wrinkled in confusion.

"Is... is that it?" he asked. "Sure, I guess. I don't know that she'd be interested, but if that's all you want..."

"Do... not... forget."

The Oracle gestured toward the exit, and Fitz Lom was only too happy to flee from its presence.
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Chief Roeder of the Techterra Protection Force sat at his desk, sifting through reports. The more he read, the more dire his expression became.

Initially, the shattering of the Electroveil Collective had been a tremendous boost to his image. As the biggest gang in Techterra, their removal had surged the popularity of the TPF. Their disappearance left a power vacuum. Dozens of gangs had begun vying for a slice of the EVC's corpse, and it was all too easy for the TPF to keep them disrupted, fighting each other.

His job had never been so easy.

Now, though, the Riftborn gang was making big moves, unifying the smaller gangs, consolidating their hold on power in the underworld.

The Riftborn gang had been a problem for years. Grift, neurotrodes, theft, and violence had been their hallmark for his entire career, but this new move had him disturbed.

Rumor was that Riftborn had new leadership. If this new leadership was able to hammer the patchwork of gangs and competing loyalties into a cohesive unit, if it got them working together instead of against each other, then Roeder was in trouble. His easy popularity and low workload would vanish.

Roeder was, above all, a pragmatic, political creature. His position was highly public, and his ability to lead was heavily dependent on the faith his officers had in him. The public saw him as a stolid, reliable pillar of safety, keeping the swirling dangers of Techterra at bay. The officers under him thought he was hard-nosed and picky, but they trusted him to get things done.

Problem was, things were coming undone.

Crime itself didn't make Roeder angry--it was only the other side of the coin he found himself on. Crime would have been a good career for him, as well. As a criminal, the danger would have been higher, but the stress would have been lower. But honest money was more reliable than ill-gotten gains. Overall, the balance had tipped him in favor of a career as a police chief.

With reports on days like today, though, he wondered if he'd made the right choice all those years ago. It was a temptation, sometimes, to go full scorched-earth on these gangs. The citizens would forgive the brutality, eventually. But he had to be cautious--such indiscretion could permanently stain his legacy.

There was a sudden swirl of activity from the booking station. Shattering glass, yelling, and high-energy activity. With a frown, he stuck his head out of his office.

"What's going on out here?"

"Firebomb attack, sir!" said an officer, rushing by.

"What fire?" Aside from a lingering stench of cordite, there was no evident fire.

"Riftborn gang members threw an incendiary grenade into the office, chief! But it didn't go off!"

"Get the bomb squad on it! Clear booking! Evac the citizens!"

Roeder reddened. Crime itself didn't upset him, but this was a personal attack on his image and his career.

"And get me Herin Kasra!" he shrieked. Then he slammed his office door shut.

If Riftborn was so anxious to go scorched-earth, Roeder would have to oblige.
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Race Ozan loped away from the boiling Techterra Protection Force station.

He'd assumed that when he accomplished the Oracle's favor, he'd understand what it meant, but it still didn't make any sense whatsoever. He'd thrown the dud incendiary grenade into the TPF station, as instructed.

As Race had expected, the whole station looked like a kicked anthill, with officers rushing around, cordoning off the street, and generally trying to figure out what had happened.

He'd got them good and wound up, but hadn't really accomplished anything. He was still mystified as to the purpose of the Oracle's favor.

Race shrugged.

He'd paid the rest of the Oracle's price for the advice. The debt was closed. Now he could enjoy building his empire.


ONE HUNDRED THREE
ENLISTMENT


Jazen Starfallen sat bolt upright in the sturdy plastic seat, his gaze fixed eagerly on the podium at the front of the hall. His heart thumped. Today was his formal enlistment in the Imperial Navy. Today he'd be a Navy man, like his father and his grandfather.

He was in a small hall, holding no more than a few dozen people. Glass cases lined the walls, filled with plaques and trophies commemorating the accomplishments of various Naval recruits. A large Imperial flag hung behind the stage.

The commissioning officer, an elderly gentleman, shuffled up to the podium and began sorting through his notes as people continued to drift in.

Jazen fidgeted with his paperwork. His grandfather had been a war hero, and his father a career Navy man. Jazen had spent his childhood listening to the stories of the Navy--both the exciting and the mundane. He desperately hoped he wouldn't screw this up. Above all else he did not want to dishonor his father or the memory of his grandfather. He wanted to do well in the Navy.

He stared at the people around him. Surrounding him was the usual mix of Terrans and other species: over there was a bulky, bull-like Taurian, and nearer him to his right was a slim, mousy Musculin. There were a few other species he didn't even recognize, for all that he'd grown up on Ceon 12. All types could fit into the Navy.

If they could, then he could, too.

"You nervous?" said a fellow next to him. Jazen looked over. A young man with golden curls and a saucy smile lounged in the next seat.

"No," Jazen squeaked.

The young man scoffed, not unkindly. He held out a hand.

"Zan Aven," he said. Jazen shook the proffered hand.

"Jazen Starfallen."

Zan stretched out, managing to look a little lazy even in the uncomfortable chair.

"My dad's making me join," he said. "He says I have to learn about the real world before I can take over the family business."

Jazen nodded, a serious expression on his face.

"My father was a Chief Warrant Officer," he said, "and my grandfather was a Lieutenant Commander. I want to join and get promoted as far as I can, maybe even be a Captain someday. I want to make my father proud."

"Navy family, huh? That's cool." Zan put his hands behind his head. "I'll probably cap out at Lieutenant or something. Just enough to get Dad off my back. He says I'm too shielded from the real world. Coddled, is what he calls it." Zan waved a hand around carelessly. "And whose fault is that? Not mine, I say. I figure I'll do the minimum stint and get back home so I can start my career."

"Oh, where are you from?" Jazen asked.

"Orlan, on Ceon 12. My dad owns the Blackstar Trust Financial Group out there."

"Oh," Jazen said quietly. "So you must be rich."

Zan shrugged.

"I guess. What about you?"

"I'm from Gragua, also on Ceon 12. It's pretty small."

"Ah, planet brothers!" Zan said, slapping Jazen on the back. "What are the chances?"

Jazen shrugged uncomfortably.

"We're in the office in Techterra," he said meekly. "I figure most of us here are from Ceon 12."

Zan grinned at him.

"See, you're a thinker. I like that." He leaned back in the chair. "We should hang out." He sighed. "When's this thing gonna start?"

Zan gasped suddenly. His chair thumped forward. His wide eyes were fixed on a tall, broad-shouldered man who had just walked into the hall. He moved with supreme confidence, and glared over the assembly.

Zan grabbed Jazen's sleeve.

"Full sync," he breathed. "What's he doing here?"

"What? Who?" Jazen asked.

"That's Admiral freaking Stonefist!" Zan hissed, pointing at the man. "The freaking hero of Arcturus!"

Jazen peered closely at the man, then gaped. If you took twenty years and a few dozen scars off, he did indeed look like the recruitment posters that featured the legendary Admiral.

Jazen suddenly felt very small. Why an Admiral--especially that Admiral--would show up for an enlistment ceremony was beyond his comprehension.

Instead of walking up to the stage as expected, Admiral Stonefist walked to the back of the hall and sat in one of the uncomfortable seats in the very last row.

"He's the one who defeated the Oryndrax last year in the Alvor system," Zan said breathlessly.

"He broke the conspiracy in Techterra," Jazen said. "That big terror attack in Techterra? They say he captured the man responsible."

"I heard that he can speak the language of the Cryptographers," Zan said. "They say he talks with them all the time."

"I heard he married an SS," Jazen said. "I don't know how he did that and stayed out of jail."

"Dude, when you're Admiral freaking Stonefist, you get to do whatever you want."

"I guess so."

They stared at him, along with most of the enlistees in the room. Admiral Stonefist, for his part, kept his eyes fixed on the podium.

"Let's begin," said the commissioning officer, his elderly voice creaking. The eyes in the room reluctantly turned back to the front.

"The Imperial Navy welcomes you all," he began. "The Navy is the backbone of the Imperium. You all are enlisting today to protect the citizens of the Imperium."

The commissioning officer droned on in his dry, dusty voice, talking about duty, honor, and the glory of the Imperium.

Zan leaned over.

"Do you think he's here to recruit someone for the Ninth Fleet?" Zan whispered.

Jazen tried hard not to glance back at the Admiral.

"From a bunch of enlistees? Doubtful."

"Yeah, well why's he here, then? Maybe there's an assassin in our midst." Zan began eyeing the other enlistees carefully.

"An Admiral wouldn't deal with an assassin directly," Jazen scoffed.

"Why not? He got that terrorist in Techterra. They say he blew the entire top off the Avalon Heights apartment building to get to him."

Somebody behind them cleared his throat meaningfully. Jazen and Zan shrank in their seats a little and fell silent. It had clearly come from Admiral Stonefist. Even so small a sound carried the weight of absolute authority.

The old officer at the podium finally finished his speech, his thin, monotonous voice creaking to a halt.

"We will now have the oath of enlistment," he said. "When I call your name, please come to the podium. Zan Aven."

"Oops, that's me," Zan said, popping up from his seat.

He made his way to the podium.

"Please raise your right hand and repeat after me."

Zan repeated the oath dutifully and sat back down. The officer called the next enlistee.

He went slowly through all the enlistees in the room, swearing each one in.

Zan and Jazen whispered quietly about the recruits around them, mindful of the eyes of Admiral Stonefist behind them. Zan knew many more species than Jazen did, coming, as he did, from a more urban area. Jazen was asking about some of the species he didn't recognize.

"What's that one?" Jazen asked, pointing subtly at one of the other recruits.

"That's an Ursine," Zan said. "From the Magua system. They're kinda slow, but don't make one of them mad."

"Oh, okay. What about that one?" he said, nodding at another recruit.

Zan's brow wrinkled.

"I don't know. She's some kind of Saurian, maybe? I've never heard of one with red skin, though."

Jazen's name was called. He went up and swore his oath, and sat back down.

The two began speculating again, but the next name that was called grabbed their ears.

"Kinnit Longlegs Stonefist," the officer said.

The not-a-Saurian popped up from her seat and walked to the podium with a huge sunny smile. Every eye in the room turned to look back at Admiral Stonefist, then back at Kinnit.

"Repeat after me," the old officer said.

Kinnit repeated the oath in a loud, clear voice.

"I, Kinnit Longlegs Stonefist, do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Imperium against all enemies; that I will defend her citizens against any threat; that I give my all, even my life, for the glory and honor of the Imperium. I will serve faithfully with allegiance; I will obey the orders of the Emperor and the orders of the officers appointed over me. This I so swear."

"Is that the Admiral's wife?" Jazen whispered.

"Well, I don't think it's his sister," Zan replied.

The old officer saluted Kinnit, and she ripped an energetic salute back. Then she sat back down.

The commissioning officer ground through the remainder of the names, but quiet whispers circled the room.

"I heard one of the guys behind us say she was a Kobold," Zan said.

"I've never heard of them," Jazen replied. He watched Kinnit, who was watching the dry ceremony with bright, happy eyes. He cut a look back at the Admiral, who was sitting stiffly with his arms crossed. "I guess now we know why the Admiral's here."

"Now that everybody has taken the oath," the old officer said, "I see we have a distinguished guest with us today. Admiral Stonefist, would you care to come say a few words to the new recruits?"

Admiral Stonefist's face stiffened, his face taking on the cast of someone who's been suddenly asked to perform a duty they weren't expecting. Nevertheless, he stood and strode to the podium.

"Thank you, sir," Admiral Stonefist said. His gaze raked the crowd, cowing everyone to silence. He began to speak.

"You have each joined the Navy for your own reasons," he said, his strong voice ringing throughout the small hall. "Some of you for a career, some for duty. Some to see the galaxy." He glanced at Kinnit, and his gaze softened a little. "All reasons for joining are valid. Your reasons for being here are all different. But now you are all part of one family, with one goal and one purpose. You will protect the Imperium. You will stand against her enemies. You will not falter or fail in your duty. You will make the Imperium great, and it in turn, will make you great. Embrace your duty. Embrace your family. Embrace the Imperium." He stood straight and saluted the assembled enlistees.

Jazen's eyes shone and his heart raced. Admiral Stonefist's words had stirred him. He was a protector of the Imperium now. He glanced over at Zan--even he was looking patriotic after the Admiral's speech.

Jazen stood and saluted the Admiral back, as did the rest of the room.

"All hail the Imperium!" Admiral Stonefist barked.

"All hail the Imperium!" they cried in return.
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Captain Minius had a toothy grin affixed to his face. He was clanking around the outside of his ship, making his way to his new prize. As he walked, his feet would magnetically clunk onto the surface, then release automatically as he pushed himself forward. His thinsuit was worn and patched, slowly leaking oxygen, but he didn't have time to patch it more. He had to investigate their captured scrap bloom.

Brutus followed him in his custom thinsuit. Brutus's thinsuit was in much better condition. It had been a custom job, which meant better quality all around.

They made their way over to the bloom. The bundle was tightly bound with the cabling from the crane. Various scrap and trash surrounded a small vessel.

"Okay, Flander," Minius said into his thinsuit radio to the robot stationed on the bridge. "We are here. Do loosen the crane."

The taut cabling relaxed slightly. Minius carefully pulled a springy bundle of crumpled sheet steel off the bloom and handed it to Brutus.

"That will go in the fore storage for our light shred," Minius said. Brutus nodded his huge head, and started wrapping a light netting around the scrap. Minius peeled off something else.

"This are plastic. Aft trash room."

Minius carried on cautiously pulling bits of scrap away from the bloom, working his way toward the hatch of the ship. In spite of his excitement, he worked circumspectly. In hard vacuum, around heavy equipment and scrap of unknown material, even the famously lackadaisical Minius moved carefully.

"Ah, here it are," he said finally. "Brutus, help me up to the hatch."

Brutus took one of the captain's feet in his wide hand. Holding tightly, he carefully lifted the captain toward the open hatch.

"Brutus, you're crushing my ankle."

"I don't want to accidentally lose my grip on you," Brutus replied in his thick, slow voice. "If you drift away out here, I don't know if we can get you back."

"Well you won't drop me," Minius replied. "I can't feel my foot, though."

Brutus reluctantly loosened his grip slightly and navigated the captain closer to the hatch.

"I won't be able to follow you in there, Minius," Brutus said.

"I know. I are just going to look, see if we can repair the ship. Think of it! Think of the price this could bring! We'd live like kings!"

"For a while," Brutus said, ever the realist.

Minius didn't respond as he clambered on board. Brutus could hear him huffing through the radio, and felt the vibrations of his movement through the scrap tied to the vessel. Minius was busily banging around the ship.

"Oh," Minius said finally through the radio.

"What's wrong?" Brutus asked.

"The reactor did burn through the hull."

"Could we patch it?"

"Not a hole this big. The jet did run along the bottom of the hull. It opened the vessel up from stem to stern."

"Oh," Brutus replied. "It's still a big load of scrap, though."

The captain didn't respond, only clanked around some more.

Eventually, Brutus heard the captain gasp.

"What's wrong?"

"The engines are good!" he crowed. "The reactor meltdown must have happened fast. It didn't have time to burn out the engines!"

"What kind of price can we get on those?"

"Price? We'll mount them to the Ocher Dawn! This are an Imperial Interceptor, these are heavy engines! These two little beauties will double our towing power!"

"Ah, so we can pull more scrap."

"And fetch bigger blooms! And the hull, that's full of fine Navy metals. It are not a ship we can repair, but we will be sitting pretty on a great stack of money here soon!"

The captain cackled with glee and continued to search through the burned-out vessel, plundering every usable component.


ONE HUNDRED FOUR
SUBJECT SPECIES


Captain Cohrmere watched with stoic resignation as blasters shredded the remainder of the pirate ship's shielding. Heavy bolts of energy punched through the stricken ship. The ships of the Ninth Fleet hammered the pirates relentlessly, until their ship flared bright blue. The portals auto-dimmed, protecting the eyes of those on the bridge from the intense flare.

"Reactor overload," Captain Cohrmere said sadly. His lips tightened. Neither his ship, the ISS Helix, nor any of the ships of the Wraithfleet had been called upon or allowed to act in combat. Again.

"Sir," said his Assistant. "Shall I prepare the after-action report for the Admiral?"

"Yes," Captain Cohrmere said gruffly. He took a deep breath and tried to moderate his tone. He reminded himself that it wasn't his Assistant's fault that the Wraithfleet had been utterly unused since being retrieved from the jumphole collapse off of Arcturus.

"I'll send it to the Admiral once it's done, sir."

"No. Prepare it and put it on a pocket drive."

"Sir?"

"I'll take it to the Admiral myself. It's time he and I talked about a few things."
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After a brief shuttle trip, Captain Cohrmere paneled open the door to Admiral Stonefist's office and stepped in. Admiral Stonefist looked up in surprise. Captain Cohrmere saluted.

"Captain Cohrmere," Admiral Stonefist said. "I wasn't expecting you."

"I came to deliver the after-action report from the recent combat with the Storm Wake Pirates, sir."

"Very well." Grimthorn held out his hand. Captain Cohrmere gave him the pocket drive.

"Is there a reason you came all the way out here to deliver the report personally?" Grimthorn asked.

"Yes, sir. I had hoped to discuss a matter with you."

"Of course." Admiral Stonefist moved to the small meeting table and gestured for Captain Cohrmere to sit. "Does my Assistant need to vacate?"

"No, there's nothing sensitive to discuss." He turned to Kinnit, sitting at her desk. "Congratulations on your enlistment... Lieutenant Stonefist." The rank felt strange on his tongue, alongside the Stonefist name. Kinnit beamed at him.

"Tell me what's on your mind, Captain," Grimthorn said.

"I wanted to discuss the disposition of the Wraithfl--I mean, the Arcturan detachment with you, sir."

Grimthorn nodded, as though he'd known what was coming.

"You can call it the 'Wraithfleet' if you like, Captain. I know that's the name going around now."

Cohrmere nodded.

"Sir, I'll get right to it. The ships of the Wraithfleet want to know when we'll see action again. If we'll see action again."

"Well, Captain, the Wraithfleet is very valuable for observation. Your reports on our recent combat excursions--"

"With all due respect, sir, the Wraithfleet is not a recon fleet. We are--were--a combat detachment. We serve the Imperium by destroying its enemies, not by watching them."

"I understand your frustration, Captain." Grimthorn sat a moment in long thought. He finally spoke, slowly. "Do you understand why I haven't?"

"Is it because we haven't been able to master the new formations?"

"A bit. There's more than that." Grimthorn looked away. "Why are you called the Wraithfleet?"

"It's a name we chose for ourselves, sir. After you rescued us from the jumphole collapse, none of us could return to our old lives. We're neither alive nor dead. We're... in between."

"And have you figured out why your detachment can't master the new formations?"

Captain Cohrmere pursed his lips. "I... we... no, sir."

Grimthorn nodded.

"And the incident during formation exercises. Have you found any explanation for that?"

"Sir, there's no record of the incident in any of the recordings or the ship's--"

"That's the problem, Captain. Something exceptionally strange is going on with your 'Wraithfleet.'"

"Sir, I don't mean to question what you think you saw--"

"The entirety of the bridge crew watched three of your ships collide, then vanish, then reappear unharmed hundreds of miles away."

Captain Cohrmere's mouth became a thin line. "As you say, sir."

"Until we understand what's going on, the strangeness of the Wraithfleet represents a risk in any combat scenario. We have no idea what could happen." Grimthorn leaned back. "Now, if we can understand what went on, then we can work the Wraithfleet back into the combat rotation. If there are limitations or dangers, we can work around them, or account for them. But until we understand what's happening, the risks are too great."

"Sir, we are willing to accept the risk!" Captain Cohrmere said.

"Is the rest of the fleet?"

Captain Cohrmere paused, thinking.

"You see, there's more than just the Wraithfleet at stake," Grimthorn said. "There are other ships that would depend on you. Even using the old formations, there's a risk you might suddenly not be there. Can you defend a flank if you vanish? Can you keep fire pressure on an enemy if you're suddenly hundreds of miles away? Can you be a bulwark if you could disappear at any time?"

Captain Cohrmere's jaw was clenched.

"Then I'd like to request permission to run some experiments with the Wraithfleet, sir. To figure out what's happening to us."

Grimthorn thought about it for a bit.

"That's a risk as well, but perhaps an acceptable one. You'd need a regular ship of the fleet along with you."

"Sir?"

"None of you remember the collision that occurred during the exercise. The ships didn't record it. You'll need someone that can... I don't know, take notes or something. Someone to remember what happened."

It wasn't much, but a dawning hope swelled in Captain Cohrmere's chest.

"Yes, sir. We want to get started as soon as possible."

"Very well," Grimthorn said. "We'll finish up in this sector and carve out some time to help the Wraithfleet."
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The Emperor of the Imperium swept into the Imperial Council chamber. Sunlight streamed in through the tall, thin windows. It gleamed on every polished surface. The Ministers were already gathered.

"Your Imperial Majesty," Minister Aster said. "Today we have--"

"A lot of thin soup," the Emperor interrupted with distaste.

"Ah... I don't understand, Your Imperial Majesty?"

The Emperor threw himself into his chair at the large, round table.

"Today, you will drip-feed a tiny amount of statistics to me. Then you will all argue about the statistics. Then nothing will be done. Just as you did last week. Just as you did the week before."

"Your Imperial Majesty," Minister Aster said, "the matters of the Imperium are complex, and we must act with caution and discretion."

The Emperor pinned the senior Minister with a fierce gaze.

"Do you know how long the Imperial Council has been an institution?" the Emperor asked.

"Oh, since time immemorial, Your Imperial Majesty," Aster said. "The Imperium has long benefited from the advice and wisdom of her most senior Ministers."

"Two hundred years. I established the Council two hundred years ago to manage different aspects of the Imperium, to refine and deliver information to me, that I might rule more effectively." He glowered at the assembled Ministers. "It seems that the Council has seen fit to change their role from supporting and informing the Emperor to hiding information from him."

"Your Imperial Majesty, we would never!" Minister Aster's face was painted with outrage.

"Really? And the collapse of the local currency on Dapus 7? You've told me nothing about that. The rampant counterfeiting operation on Storia? Perhaps the inflation in the Gora system? As the Minister of Finance, you didn't think any of these were worth mentioning?"

"Ah... Your Imperial Majesty, these are minor local matters, far too small to waste your time with."

"If the people of the Imperium are suffering, then it is in no wise 'too small' to 'waste my time with.'"

"Your Imperial Majesty, I only meant--"

"And you?" he barked, pointing at Sema Albrem, the Minister of Transportation. "There are shortages of roadbuilder torpedoes across the galaxy. Nearly a third of the active jumphole projects have stalled. Why?"

Minister Albrem, caught flat-footed, sat with his mouth open, struggling for something to say. The Emperor's finger swung over to Wain Sarden, Minister of Resources. She shrank from his focus.

"Food shipments are being raided by pirates, causing disruptions in food supplies. Why has the Imperial Navy not been notified to protect those routes?"

"Your Imperial Majesty," she whispered. "The fleets are very busy--"

"It is not your role to manage the Navy's schedule. You simply tell them where there are problems."

The Council sat quietly, each one hoping they would not be the next to fall under the Emperor's accusing finger.

"Since you have all been failing to fulfill your basic duties, surely then you must be focused on the other priority I set for all of you."

Minister Aster's face soured.

"The Subject Species issue. Of course, Your Imperial Majesty."

"What progress, then?"

"Ah, well Your Imperial Majesty, we have... convened a subcouncil to discuss the impacts... of..." Minister Aster stumbled to a stop as the Emperor's face turned red with fury.

"'Convened a subcouncil?' Weeks ago, I made this the top priority, and so far you've 'convened a subcouncil?'" he said in a tightly controlled voice.

"Your Imperial Majesty, it is a complicated process, filled with potential issues that must be carefully considered--"

"Carefully consider this, then. The Imperial Council is on notice. Deliver something. Do your job. Or I will dissolve the Council."

Minister Aster was aghast.

"Your Imperial Majesty, that could result in catastrophic--"

"You know what's catastrophic? The inability of this Council to accomplish the priorities of the Emperor." His piercing gaze swept over the assembled ministers. "The Imperium operated for six hundred years with no Imperial Council. If you cannot move so simple a task forward, then I'll do it myself!" He turned and stormed out of the room.

The assembled Ministers buzzed with consternation.

"What will we do? He's obsessed with this idea of destroying the institution of the Subject Species!" said one.

"Can he really abolish the Council? What would happen after that?" said another.

"He's changed, since his sickness," said a third. "More... autocratic. Less calm."

"It was Idrian. That scoundrel's perfidy has the Emperor questioning everything!"

"He keeps doing things! The Emperor's not supposed to do things!"

Minister Aster glared at the closed door the Emperor had left through, a sneer painted across his face.

"The Imperium was healthier when the Emperor was dying," he said darkly.
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Kinnit sat with Lucy in the empty mess hall late in the evening, sharing a cup of coffee and chatting.

"How's married life treating you, hon?" Lucy asked.

"Oh, it's wonderful," Kinnit said. She sighed. "It's everything I'd hoped it would be."

"Have you all managed sleeping arrangements?"

"Oh, we could get a shared berth, but his quarters are big enough for us to use. Plus they're right by the office. Shared berths are all the way at the other end of the ship. We don't need much room."

Lucy smiled knowingly.

"Well, I'm glad you two have figured it out."

"Have you ever been married, Lucy?"

She smiled and nodded.

"A few times. It's different for Velspyn. Our males have a very short lifespan, only a few years, so we don't get too attached."

"Oh," Kinnit said quietly. "I'm so sorry."

Lucy chuckled.

"Nothing to be sorry about!" she said. "That's just how we are. I loved each husband in his own way. We met, we loved, they passed on. I don't regret any of them."

Kinnit sighed.

"That's sweet," she said. "And a little sad."

"I think it's sweet that you went with the Terran tradition with your Admiral. Kobolds don't have anything like marriage, do they, hon?"

"No, but we should," Kinnit said. "Devoting all of yourself to one person for your whole life, and them to you... it's amazing."

"Mmhmm. It was lovely meeting your family at the wedding, by the way."

Kinnit giggled.

"I can't believe you jumped right into the Clamber like that," she said. "And somebody spiked the punch with Terran alcohol. You don't know anything about that, do you?"

Lucy wore an expression of angelic innocence.

"I have no idea what you're talking about, hon. I was just enjoying the reception."

Kinnit tried to glare at her, but dissolved in giggles.

"I'm glad you were there."

"Me too."

Kinnit gazed off into space, idly sipping her coffee.

"Someday they'll all be part of the Imperium as well," she sighed. "I can help them all learn the joys of the galaxy."

"Hmm? What's that, hon?"

"The Kobolds. My dream is to have them all become full citizens. For Kobolds to no longer be a Subject Species."

"Oh." Lucy carefully sipped at her coffee. "Well, there's a first time for everything, I guess."

"What do you mean?"

"You don't know?"

"Know what?"

"Hon, how many Subject Species do you think have been made citizens?"

Kinnit's brow drew down.

"I don't know? I never looked it up. A bunch, I guess."

"Aha." Lucy drank some more coffee, avoiding Kinnit's gaze. "Not exactly."

"A few?"

"Hon, no Subject Species has ever achieved citizenship."

Kinnit's mouth hung open in shock.

"Never?"

"Not one." Lucy shrugged, but hurried to add: "If anybody could make it happen, though, it's you."

Kinnit's brow drew down and she bared her teeth.

"No Subject Species has ever been made citizens?"

Lucy quietly shook her head.

Kinnit's expression grew darker.

"None of them. And nobody told me?"

"I--we didn't know that was what you were looking to do, hon."

"Does Grimthorn know about this? About Subject Species not becoming citizens?"

Lucy paused with her mouth open.

"Ah... he'd kind of have to know about it... I think..."

Kinnit pushed her chair back and stood stiffly, her face set with fury.

"Excuse me," she said through clenched teeth. "I have to go talk to my husband."

Lucy winced as Kinnit marched rigidly out of the mess hall.


ONE HUNDRED FIVE
FAMILY BUSINESS


Admiral Stonefist was in his quarters preparing his uniform for the next day: brushing, ironing, and hanging it. It was getting late. Kinnit should be back soon.

He looked around his quarters--their quarters, he reminded himself--with satisfaction. In all his time in the Navy, he'd never bothered to decorate at all. Even early in his career, when most of his peers were hanging posters of bands, or pictures of heroes of the Imperium, or their paintings or whatever, Grimthorn left his walls bare.

Quarters were only a place to sleep and shower. He'd never felt the need to get sentimental about it all.

Except that now something was different. With Kinnit, their quarters had a different feel, an importance he'd never felt before, a peace he'd never realized.

His only memory of such a feeling lay across the years, all the way back to his youth on Dorvalla, before the Bloody Thorn pirates. All the way back to his dimmest, earliest memories, when he still had a family. Sitting around the table at mealtime. Roughhousing with his sister. Listening to his grandfather telling stories. It was the same feeling.

With Kinnit, his quarters felt like home. They'd never felt like home before.

She had put up some prints, of course, kept a few flowers in a vase on the desk, and spruced the place up some. She'd put up the decorations he'd never have bothered with. But the decorations were only a tiny part of that feeling.

This was where he belonged. He and Kinnit. That's what made it home. He smiled.

The door paneled open. He turned, opening his mouth to welcome his wife home.

"Grimthorn Stonefist!" she shouted.

His happy greeting withered on his lips. She was heaving, with tears standing in her eyes, her face contorted with rage. In one hand she held her scanner, data streaming by unheeded.

His body tensed. Somebody had done something terrible to his wife, and he was immediately ready to do something terrible to them.

"Kinnit, what's wrong? What happened?" he asked, reaching out to her.

"Did you know about this?" she snarled, holding up the scanner between them.

He had to back up a step, the scanner was so close to his face. He scanned through the document she had up. It was some old Imperial process documents, dense with legalese.

"Um?" he said uncertainly. "About what?"

"About the SS and the Imperium!" she cried, snatching the scanner down. "About the fact that no Subject Species has ever achieved citizenship! About the fact that there's not even a legal process for a Subject Species to achieve citizenship!"

Relief flooded Grimthorn. Nothing terrible had happened to her.

"Oh," he said, his shoulders visibly relaxing. "Is that all?"

"All?" she screeched. "You lied to me!"

"What? I never lied to you!"

"You knew it was my dream to bring Kobolds into the Imperium! You knew that! And you let me think there was a chance!" Tears spilled down her face. "I can't believe you lied to me!"

Grimthorn's mouth locked open as he tried to think of a response.

At first, it had seemed irrelevant to discuss; as their relationship had progressed, it had become awkward to bring up. Now, apparently, it was a problem.

"I didn't... lie," he said lamely. "I just didn't... bring it up..."

She stared at him for a moment in stunned disbelief. Then she spun on her heel and stormed off.
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Elias Rhade clenched his jaw. He hated his job, and he hated it more when someone like Fitz Lom made it harder.

Elias was broad and thickly built. His physique fairly dictated that he choose a profession as some kind of enforcer. Unfortunately, he had a sensitive spirit. Too sensitive for the brutal work of the underworld. He'd joined up with this Oracle, thinking that a philosopher would be easier to work under than a crime boss.

He'd been wrong. He'd been so, so wrong.

Whispers in the corners said that the Oracle had been a Cryptographer at one point. Quiet rumors said that he'd been called "the Aberrant."

Elias didn't know why anybody bothered whispering. The Oracle seemed to know everything anybody said, regardless.

His heavy, muscled arms pushed Fitz Lom down the hallway. The small man was babbling, begging, sniveling. Elias kept his face grim, unmoving.

There was no point in showing any kindness to this fellow now. It was all too late for that. Because of this idiot, Elias had to face the worst part of his job today.

"It's the family business!" the little man spouted. "I could do everything else, just not the favor! It was the one thing I couldn't do!"

"Tell the Oracle about it," Elias growled.

They came to the wide, bare throne room. Most of the assistants had already left. Only one other remained. Nobody wanted to be here for this if they didn't have to.

They came to the foot of the riser. Fitz struggled weakly, but Elias's thick arms held him in place. The other assistant came forward and grabbed Fitz's other arm.

The Oracle stood and descended the tall, narrow stairs. Its advance was slow, measured, ominous. Elias ground his teeth as fear and anger swirled in his mind, faster and faster as the Oracle drew nearer.

"You... neglected... the... favor," it said as it descended.

"I couldn't!" Fitz said. "Not this month! I know you said to send the financials to my brother's wife in the second month, but the third should be just as good, right? I couldn't send her that report! My brother, he--he made some expenditures from the company funds--he--in the brothel--it would destroy their family!"

"Circumstances... are... irrelevant." The Oracle continued to draw nearer.

"I can do it next month!" the little man gibbered, writhing in fear. "I'll pay you another hundred thousand! I'll do another dozen favors! I'll--I'll--"

His blabbering clattered to a stop. The Oracle loomed over him, tall and terrifying.

Elias turned his back to the Oracle and put one of Fitz's arms in a lock, holding it tightly. The other assistant locked Fitz's other arm.

"The... task... was... clear. A... price... must... be... paid," the Oracle said, its voice rasping like a rusty joint. "An... example... must... be... made."

Elias squeezed his eyes shut as tightly as he could, facing the back wall. It wouldn't do any good, but he couldn't control himself.

"No... no..." moaned Fitz.

Elias heard the soft rustle of fabric as the Oracle pulled its hood back. He heard the soft clicking of the Oracle removing its goggles.

"Look... into... my... eyes."

Elias braced himself. His whole body strained to follow the Oracle's command, even though the command was not for him. His eyelids began to loosen against his will. His body involuntarily started to turn.

Fitz tried to resist as well. He squirmed in the grips of the two enforcers, forcing his eyes away.

"Please! One more chance!" Fitz said, his voice hoarse with terror and effort.

"Just look at it, you stupid krellspawn!" Elias whined. For all Elias's experience as the Oracle's assistant, Fitz was resisting better than Elias ever had.

It wouldn't change the outcome, though.

"Look... at... me."

Elias never knew what they saw when the goggles were off. He'd never been even a little bit curious. He didn't want a cell in the hallway.

Fitz must have finally opened his eyes. His body locked up hard. Every muscle was rigid, tightened to the breaking point.

He began shrieking.

Long, uncontrolled expulsions tore the throat raw, tongue flapping with the force of the breath leaving his body. He gasped desperately, only long enough to gather breath to shriek again. And again. And again.

Elias squeezed his eyes shut, and wished he could close his ears as well. He hated the shriekers. Shriekers were the worst.

They never lasted more than a couple of days, though.

The Oracle straightened and replaced his goggles and hood.

"Release... him."

Elias and his compatriot dropped Fitz. The little man landed heavily on the floor, still shrieking. His every muscle was locked: hands drawn into claws, arms pulled tight against his body, legs locked at an impossible angle. His eyes were wide open, staring blindly, only seeing... whatever it was he'd witnessed in the Oracle's eyes. And always, always, never stopping, the high, inhuman screaming, relentless, constant.

Other assistants arrived to drag Fitz away and put him in a cell. His screaming didn't slow, didn't quiet any. From experience, Elias knew that Fitz wouldn't eat, wouldn't sleep, wouldn't do anything for the rest of his life but scream, every cell of his body devoted only to crying out its revulsion and horror at what it had seen.

The shrieks faded as other assistants dragged him away. Elias stood in the throne room, shaking. His ears still rang from the unhinged sounds.

"Your... heart... hurts."

Elias started. Normally, after one of these incidents, the Oracle returned to its throne. But it was still standing there, staring at him. The cold, round goggles gleamed within the hood.

"N-no!" Elias said, his legs turning to jelly. "I'm fine!" To his horror, he realized that his voice sounded just like Fitz's had a few minutes ago: helpless, hopeless, pleading, anguished. "I will serve you faithfully! Always!"

"You... are... broken." The Oracle reached out, its taloned hand open wide. Elias cowered. The black claws stopped millimeters from his face.

"I... release... you."

The Oracle turned and began climbing the stairs.

"S-sir?"

"Be... free. Go... to... your... home. Share... what... you... find."

A tsunami of relief washed through Elias. He'd been fired! He scrambled for the exit.

His spirits rose as he bolted down the hallway toward the docking bay. He belatedly realized that he'd wet himself at some point in the proceedings, but he didn't care. And he had no idea what the Oracle meant by "share what you find," but it didn't matter. He was free.

Elias nearly wept with elation.

Now he could go back home to Brolla. He swore to himself that he would never work for philosophers, oracles, or anybody of that ilk ever again.
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The boneship of the Ash-Tongues zapped into another system.

A bright white star, young and energetic, blared its energy into the void. Two small planets circled it. The boneship zipped to the planet nearest the star, moving faster than thought.

It hung over the planet for a long moment, but there was no odor of sentience there.

It zipped to the second planet. No sentience there, either.

The boneship zapped away to another system. It hopped from star to star, moving faster than light itself, sniffing, checking each system like a schoolgirl gathering berries from a field.

Brolla had been easy to find. That was where the initial transmissions had come from, after all. The rest of the inhabited systems would be harder to track down. The Ash-Tongues simply flew around blindly, feeling around the galaxy for good things to eat.

It was fine, though. They were nothing if not eminently, eternally patient when gathering their food.


ONE HUNDRED SIX
RECONCILIATION


Grimthorn fumed, pacing back and forth across his quarters.

How dare she call him a liar? How dare she? He was the most honest man in the Imperium!

He didn't even understand what she was so mad about. So he hadn't told her about the history of SS or Imperial law. So what? Was he supposed to be a walking legal text, leaping to educate her about the finer points of citizenship at any moment?

His broad hands flexed, anxious to release angry energy. He seethed. His urge was to lash out and destroy something.

In an earlier time, he might have thrown the chair across the room. Or dramatically swept all the stuff off his desk.

His pacing slowed. If he did that now, he'd run the risk of damaging the prints she'd hung on the wall. Or knocking over her flowers.

He was angry, but he didn't want to damage her things.

He clenched his teeth. No outlet. And punching a wall was simply not a thing that was done on a Navy ship, at least not more than once. Unlike civilian structures, the hardened steel of the Swordheart would easily crumble the dainty bones of a Terran fist.

Absent any other outlet, he laid his palms against a bare patch of wall and pushed against it, his thoughts whirling in angry confusion.

He couldn't make her happy. Give her the galaxy and she got mad about her people on Takkar. It wasn't like he could do anything about it anyway. Hadn't he helped her get citizenship for herself? They'd gone to the very Emperor of the Imperium! Why couldn't she be happy with that?

Nothing was clear in his mind. He tried to force the thoughts away, but they slid effortlessly around his barriers and back into his forebrain, circling endlessly over the same topics, the same arguments. He thought of things he could have said, thought about how unfair it was. The more his thoughts and hurts chased each other, the angrier he got.

He stormed out of his room, making a beeline for the fitness center. It was late, so the gym was empty. He stepped into the hack squat machine and started doing squats. He didn't count or do reps; he was simply pressing out the fire in his belly.

After some time in the rack, he stepped away. His limbs were trembling with exhaustion, and the edge of his fury had blunted somewhat. He walked back to his quarters.

In an effort to keep his indignant thoughts at bay, he sat at his desk with his scanner. He'd planned to read through some technical documents he'd been putting off, but as he spun through the data, he happened across a movie he'd pulled down a few days earlier. It wasn't anything he enjoyed, but he'd gotten it to watch with Kinnit.

He began playing a little of it.

It was a dumb slapstick comedy. His mouth tightened. He didn't understand what was so funny about people acting like fools, or farting, or running into each other. But he knew she would be cracking up, filling the air with her tinkling laughter. Hot pinpricks of tears stung his eyes as the comedy rolled on.

He swiped the movie away and dropped the scanner on his desk. Maybe he just needed to sleep.

He lay down on the bunk. It was a roomy berth for a Navy bunk, but with both him and Kinnit in it, the bunk was always a little crowded. Now it felt huge and empty and cold.

He lay on his side, staring at the wall. She usually slept next to the wall. Now, only the blank steel of the Swordheart stared back at him. With a huff, he rolled over.

He rarely had trouble falling asleep, but now sleep didn't even glance his way as he tossed and turned in the bunk. The quarters were quiet and lonely. He stilled himself and stared at the ceiling.

It wasn't his room any more. It was theirs. Without her here, what was even the point?

He frowned. Thinking back, there had been a couple of opportunities for him to talk to her about Subject Species and the Imperium. He'd known it would be a hard conversation, so he'd always let the topic slide by.

His frown hardened into a grimace. He was a Navy man. He knew better than that. He knew that you couldn't fix a problem by ignoring it.

It didn't work with the fleet; why had he thought it would work with his wife? He'd avoided the hard conversations, and now he had a bigger problem to deal with. She'd way overreacted, but he'd given her something to overreact about in the first place.

He sat up on his bunk, deep in thought. Finally, he stood and walked out the door.
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Grimthorn padded down the hall. There was no traffic this late at night. He'd been to the mess hall, and their nook, and even the office, but Kinnit hadn't been any of those places. There was only one place left he could think to look.

Down in the berthing area. Her old room.

He tapped on the door.

There was a long silence. Perhaps she wasn't there either. He considered using his administrative override to open the door and check if she was, but realized that would be monumentally counterproductive, whether she was there or not.

He tapped again.

No response. He sagged. Earlier, when his fury was up, he'd wanted to confront her, yell about how wrong she was. Now he just wanted to talk.

With heavy resignation, he turned away from the door. It slid open.

She stood there in the doorway, and a flood of emotion filled him. Hope, relief, anger, annoyance.

"Oh," she said coldly. "It's you." As if anybody else would be knocking on her door at four in the morning. "What do you want?"

Her sharp tone stirred his agitation. His immediate inclination was to bark back, punish her for her words, but he forced his upset back down. Responding to her tone wouldn't help.

He took a deep breath.

"Kinnit, I'm sorry," he said.

She looked down at the floor, her lips tight, but she didn't respond.

"You're right. I should have told you. About the SS and the Imperial law. I... I knew it would be a difficult conversation, so I kept putting it off. I shouldn't have. I'm sorry."

Slowly, she turned her face up to his. Her wide, luminous eyes were rimmed with tears.

She launched herself bodily at him, grabbing him in a tight hug. She began bawling.

"I'm sorry too," she cried. "I was so mad! I don't like being mad at you!"

He folded her in his arms and began stroking her back.

"Shh. Shh. It's okay now." He glanced up and down the hall.

"It just hurt so much to think you'd lied to me, like you thought I was too stupid or weak to know the truth. I thought you didn't care about Kobolds. Didn't care about me."

"It wasn't that, Kinnit. Never that. I know you're smart and strong." He looked around again. "Come, let's go inside before we start rumors."

She nodded, sniffling, and pulled him into her old room, still holding tightly to his waist with one arm.

As she drew him in, he looked around. He'd never really been in her room more than once or twice. Before, out of discretion, and after, because they'd had his quarters for her to move into. Some movie posters hung on the walls, and the desk was covered with slips from the office--work she'd been doing after hours. On her slim bunk lay a picture of Grimthorn. It was one of the recruitment cards produced by the Navy. In it, his cold glare stared out at the viewer.

She clung to him, weeping. He held her close, occasionally wiping at his own eyes.

After a while, her sobs tapered off. He drew her to the bunk to sit. She quickly stuffed his picture under her pillow when she saw it.

She turned up to him, her eyes still spilling over.

"Grimthorn, are we going to make it?"

He sat back in surprise.

"Of course we are. What do you mean?"

She sniffled.

"We've only been married a couple of months and we're already fighting. Are we--are we gonna--"

He pulled her into a rough hug.

"Shh, hey, it's not like that. Of course we'll be fine." He thought for a moment. "Do you remember Captain Sloan?"

"Isn't he the one you gigged for insubordination?"

Grimthorn nodded. "I did. Do you remember why?"

"He shouted at you when you were handing out fleet disposition assignments."

"Yeah. He thought his ship should be closer to the first wave of combat ships, even though he doesn't have the experience to--well, I'm not going to re-litigate that. But he was upset. Do you recall how I reacted?"

"You told him to suck it up, stop acting like a man-baby, and to remember that he was a Naval officer. Then you called him something else, but I didn't recognize the word."

Grimthorn colored slightly. "Ah, I just meant 'recall' in general. I didn't mean for you to bring up the specific wording of--anyway, I reacted poorly."

"But you weren't wrong," she said.

"That doesn't matter. My reaction didn't improve the situation." He took a deep breath. "He and I talked later in my office."

"I didn't know that."

Grimthorn nodded.

"He apologized for his outburst, and I apologized for my, um, colorful metaphor. I recognized that he's a valuable Captain, and he recognized that his role is important to the fleet. He didn't quit or put in for a transfer, and I didn't drum him out. We disagreed, but we both recognized that having him in the Ninth Fleet is important enough that we have to work through disagreements."

He tapped her nose, and she wrinkled her snout.

"Kinnit, just because we're married and we love each other, that doesn't mean we'll never disagree. It doesn't mean we won't screw up. But we both recognize how important our relationship is." He cupped her cheek. "You're the most important thing in my life. As long as we can talk about it, we'll be able to work it out. "

Kinnit leaned her face into his hand and let out a watery sigh of relief.

"I don't want to fight with you," she said quietly. "I'm sorry I was ugly to you."

"I'm sorry I was ugly back," he said. He lifted her face and captured her lips in a gentle kiss. Her lips were hot, flushed from her weeping, and soft beneath his.

They shared a long, quiet time of understanding, apologizing to each other beyond words.
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Elias Rhade sat in the back of the shuttle, filled with inexplicable nervous energy.

He didn't know why. He was free of the Oracle, on his way home, no longer part of... whatever it was that thing was doing.

No more madness. No more screaming. No more daily subjection to the awful psychic pressure of the thing's presence.

So why did he feel as though he were on a precipice, as though he were about to start some new, terrible chapter of his life?

Why were his hands still shaking?

"Good to get a commission," said the pilot cheerily. "Ain't been any traffic from Brolla for a good week or so. I was starting to worry about my paycheck!" He laughed.

"I'm just going home," Elias said quietly, willing his shaking hands to stillness. "Home."

The pilot began whistling a happy tune.

Elias had a decent amount of money from his stint with the Oracle. It had paid well. It should; the Oracle was making a million credits a day.

But... maybe his next job would be something quiet. Something peaceful. Something where he wouldn't be expected to hurt people ever again.

He looked up as the planet Brolla appeared on the portal. He tried vainly to find the relief he knew he should feel.

Now he could rest at home, in peace.


ONE HUNDRED SEVEN
DEPLOYING HERIN


Chief Roeder looked up as Herin Kasra walked in. The man was dressed in black, as always. He wore his weird little round glasses, like always. He had his stupid, slice-of-moon grin, like always.

Roeder might have hated him, but the man got things done.

"I have made progress on my assignment," Herin said. His voice was smooth, conciliatory, almost greasy, with an underlying amusement, as though he were playing some private prank that the rest of the world was falling for.

"Great," Roeder said gruffly. "It's only been a top priority for two weeks now. What did you find?"

Herin's smile widened. He pulled out his scanner and went through his notes.

"The Riftborn gang is the largest Terran-only gang in Techterra. They've long had control of vice and grift on the east end of the city, out nearly to the Rusthollow Quarters. After the breakup of the EVC, they started to gain influence, filling the power vacuum."

"You're telling me things I already know, Herin. I pay you to tell me things I don't know."

Herin nodded and spun through some more notes.

"Just setting the context, sir. Recently, the gang was taken over by the second in command, one Race Ozan. It's not clear how he seized control of the gang. He's been number two for years, and seemed happy where he was. Now that he's in control, though, Riftborn has been negotiating with other gangs."

"What do you mean 'negotiating?' Gangs don't negotiate."

"Historically, no. But Riftborn has been developing a network of smaller gangs. Rather than fighting for turf, Riftborn has been providing protection and contacts for other gangs, in exchange for a cut of their profits. Setting up subject fiefdoms, essentially." He spun through to some other notes. "This cooperation and the market flows have created a great deal more efficiency in what we might call the Techterra 'crime economy.' Riftborn is quickly becoming the largest, wealthiest gang in Techterra."

"Again, you're telling me things I know. Except for this Race Ozan. It's good to have a name. He sounds like some kind of criminal mastermind. We take him down, and this whole Riftborn network should fall apart."

"It's not so simple, sir. Race has long been simply a secondary player in the gang. He's never shown any special insight or wisdom. In short, it's not his wit that's driving the ascendancy of the Riftborn."

"What is, then?"

Herin flipped to a new note.

"He's been consulting with someone that's guided this consolidation of power. It's hard to get much information, but there's someone called 'the Oracle' that has been the real driving force behind the ascendancy of Riftborn. Even if we were to arrest Race Ozan, I suspect that he will be quickly replaced, and Riftborn will continue to grow in power."

"So go find this Oracle, then."

"There are more complications there. The Oracle is off-planet. He's not in Techterra."

Roeder sneered. He looked around his messy office, thinking.

"You want to go off-planet to chase this Oracle," he said.

"It would be the most effective way to stop the growth of the Riftborn. Halt the strategy at its source."

Roeder frowned.

"Fine. Go find this Oracle. Shut him down. We'll set up something here to stop Race Ozan."

"There will be... significant expenses, sir."

"Of course there will." Roeder frowned. "Use the community relations budget. Now that the SS riots have died down, we don't need so much focus there. You know the routine. Cash only. I don't want a bunch of receipts that I'm going to have to explain to an auditor someday."

"Of course, sir." Herin turned to leave.

"Herin?" The man paused. "I know you have your methods. Don't do anything that can be traced back to this department. Be discreet."

"I always am, sir." And with his cold, cold smile, Herin Kasra walked out the door.
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"Admiral? Sir, we've got an energy signature you'll want to look at."

Admiral Stonefist stood on the captain's dais and looked down at the folks working on the bridge. Lieutenant Kinnit stood at his side, as always.

"Yes, Lieutenant Renning?" he said.

"Sir, you know about the loss of the ISS Arrowhead?"

"Naturally. The interceptor from the Third Fleet. Did they ever find out what happened?"

"No, sir. The Arrowhead was on a routine patrol, but lost contact with the main fleet. The last transmission was a report of some kind of contact with an unidentified vessel. They've been missing ever since."

"I see. So what did you find?"

"Well, sir, one of our buoy scanners picked up an energy signature that kind of matches the Arrowhead's."

"What do you mean 'kind of?' The energy signature either matches or it doesn't."

"Well, sir, the frequency matches, but the power output is very low and inconsistent."

"Does the transponder match?"

"There's no transponder signal, sir."

Grimthorn frowned.

"If it's the Arrowhead, then the transponder should be transmitting. The transponder is first in line for power from the reactor; if the engines have power, then the transponder certainly has power. We always want to be able to find our ships."

"I don't know, sir. There's no transponder signal at all."

Grimthorn 'hmmed' thoughtfully.

"It could be a civilian vessel that just happens to be similar to the Arrowhead," Kinnit said.

"Not likely," Grimthorn said. "The Naval engines have a very distinct frequency."

"We're only a few jumps away, Grimthorn," Kinnit said. "Should we go check it out?"

"I think we should. Kinnit, would you map our course?"

"Of course, sir. Who will we be taking?"

"Let's do a small detachment," Grimthorn said. "Some destroyers and interceptors. Bring a recon ship along, too, so we can do some deep scanning if need be."

"Yes, sir." Kinnit busied herself at the console for a few minutes. "Nav plan ready, sir."

"Very well. Helm, lay in and execute."

The ISS Swordheart broke away from the main fleet, followed by a dozen smaller ships. They angled toward the jumphole. One by one, they tipped in.

Grimthorn crossed his arms and kept his face stony as space and time dissolved around him. He kept his jaw set as the universe compressed to a tiny dot while he expanded to encompass it. His mind slid around in n-dimensional meta-space, trying to find anything familiar to latch onto.

Jumpspace was not for the faint of spirit. For all his decades of experience in the Navy, jumpspace was not something he'd ever been able to get used to. It was only something to be borne.

They emerged from a jumphole in another sector entirely, many thousands of light years away.

"Eight point seven relative minutes in jumpspace," cried the temporal officer. The detachment immediately angled toward the next jumphole.

The jumphole network was the backbone of the Imperium. All its military and economic might traveled the jumpholes.

The Swordheart traveled through the rest of Kinnit's nav plan without incident. They emerged in a quiet, out-of-the-way sector with no star.

"Lieutenant Renning, scan this sector."

"We've located the ship, sir. It's... not the ISS Arrowhead. It's... civilian, I think."

"Deep scan them. See if you can figure out why their engines are running at a Navy frequency."

The bridge was quiet as the Swordheart probed the vessel.

"Admiral... the vessel is civilian, but the engines are Navy." He squinted at his console. "Well, some of their engines are Navy. They're being driven by an underpowered reactor, and the other engines are interfering with the frequency. That's why it didn't seem quite right."

"What are Navy engines doing on a civilian ship?"

Renning drew a sharp breath in through his teeth.

"What's wrong, Lieutenant?"

"Sir, it is the Arrowhead. Its hull, anyway." Lieutenant Renning stared at the scans, a sick look on his face. "It's been burned out. Looks like a reactor rupture." He turned to the Admiral. "The hull is strapped to that vessel like some kind of sick trophy."

Grimthorn's brows drew down and his face darkened.

"Pirates," he growled. "All ships, get your weapons hot. We're going to make the galaxy one pirate safer today. Open comms to that vessel."

A scruffy face appeared on the bridge monitor: lean and baggy, with black hair and an unruly beard. He looked a little shell-shocked.

"This is Admiral Stonefist of the ISS Swordheart, Ninth Fleet. Identify yourself."

"Ah... ah, I are Captain Minius Fremlin of the Ocher Dawn," he said. "Ah, to what do I owe the pleasure, Admiral?"

Grimthorn's features hardened.

"My pleasure is ridding the galaxy of pirate filth. Your lives and ship are forfeit. Surrender, and you will be spared."

"Pirates? Us?" Minius looked a little panicked. "We are no pirates. We're a... a salvage crew."

Grimthorn's mouth twisted.

"Very well. If you're a salvage crew, what company are you with?"

"We answer to no company. Er, we are independent, is what I mean to say."

"Which planet are you operating from?"

"Ah... we have no berth. Space is our home."

"No company. No planet. Towing a destroyed Navy vessel. Navy engines mounted to your ship. And you say you're not pirates?"

"I can see how that looks bad," said Captain Minius, openly sweating. "It... it does look bad. But I swear to you, we are no pirates. We are honest scrappers who have never stolen a blessed thing." Two metallic taps sounded from off-screen. "Shut up, Flander," Minius muttered.

"By all means, explain how you ended up with a destroyed Navy vessel."

Minius cleared his throat.

"Um... we did find it as part of a scrap bloom. In the Leishe sector."

"That's not even remotely close to where they were patrolling. You'll need to come up with a better lie than that."

"I do swear it," Minius said hoarsely. "That is the gravity-honest truth."

Admiral Stonefist scoffed.

"Your ship will be boarded and inspected," Admiral Stonefist said. "Your crew will be transported and held here on the Swordheart while this inspection is performed."

Minius glanced to his left, and then his right.

"That are going to be a small problem..." he said.

"It may be a problem for you, pirate," Grimthorn said. "Not for my ship and crew. I will see justice served for the crew of the Arrowhead."
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A small squad of exosuited Marines waited with Admiral Stonefist and Kinnit outside the docking bay. They watched keenly as a heavy Marine shuttle wallowed in from the cold depths of space.

"Be cautious," Admiral Stonefist said. "These pirates may seem compliant, but I've seen more than one pirate crew use a false surrender to gain an advantage."

"Yes, sir!" barked the squad leader.

Grimthorn looked up at the Marine.

"How are your men holding up, Sergeant Mentel?" he asked.

"We are ready for the mission, sir!"

"I know the loss of Sergeant Charr's squad was not how you wanted to get a promotion," Grimthorn said.

"Sergeant Charr died like a Marine, sir! Fighting for the Imperium! It is how any Marine would want to go." He saluted, the joints of his exosuit rattling. His eyes gleamed. "In flame and glory!"

Grimthorn saluted back. "As always, I'm glad you guys are on our side," he said.

"I am for the Imperium, and the Imperium is for me."

Grimthorn grinned. "Fair warning, if these pirates get rowdy, I'll vent the whole docking bay. We'll space everybody. Marines included."

"If we are spaced, then we can fight the stars hand-to-hand, sir! It will be an honor!"

"Make sure your transponders are working so we can pick you up later, if need be."

"Yes, sir!"

The Marine shuttle settled on the deck of the docking bay. The doors closed and the room filled with air.

The Marines marched in, surrounding the shuttle. Grimthorn and Kinnit followed.

"You have your emergency thinsuit?" he asked her.

"Yes, sir." Kinnit's eyes were fierce, focused. It was going to be her first direct contact with a pirate.

Grimthorn glanced at the control booth, making sure they had a clear line of sight. Even if comms were disrupted, he could use hand signals to get them to vent the bay in a pinch.

The cargo door of the shuttle opened, instead of the hatch. Grimthorn's eyebrows rose.

"Stay alert," he said, "until we know what's going on here."

Captain Minius ambled down the ramp. He looked more ragged than he had on comms. His clothes were dirty and ill-matched. He had his hands up, and an uncertain smile on his face.

"Ah, it are the Admiral," he said. "I, uh, hope you are feeling well. And calm. Very calm. Please be understanding of my colleagues."

"Understanding?" Grimthorn raised an eyebrow.

"They are... unconventional."

Grimthorn's face fell open as Brutus crawled out of the shuttle. He wore loose canvas pants and no shirt. His flabby flesh glistened in the muted light of the docking bay.

"A Molgar," Grimthorn breathed. "I haven't seen one of you fellows in decades."

Brutus straightened and stood, stretching his back. He raised his hands as well, peering at all assembled with his single, large eye.

"Oh, it feels lovely to stand up again," he said. "Good evening to you all."

A quiet whisper of movement sounded behind Brutus. Flander peeked out from behind the Molgar's thick legs.

Admiral Stonefist paled.

"Marines!" he cried. "All rifles on that robot!"


ONE HUNDRED EIGHT
RAIDING THE DAWN


"Ah please!" Minius cried as a dozen rifle barrels swiveled to orient on Flander. "He are harmless! He are a friend!"

Grimthorn's lips were pinched white.

"That thing is a menace and a danger on board my ship," he said. He had one hand upraised, ready to give the order to fire.

"Sir?" Kinnit asked. "Is it a robot? I've never seen one. What's wrong with it?"

"What's wrong with it is that it shouldn't exist."

For its part, Flander eased slowly out from behind Brutus, holding about half its limbs straight up in a bizarre mimicry of Minius and Brutus raising their hands.

"Stop right there!" Admiral Stonefist shouted. Flander froze.

"Sir, what's dangerous about it?" Kinnit asked.

"All independent intelligent robots have been destroyed and banned from the Imperium."

"Why?"

"Because they're killers."

"Sir?"

Grimthorn replied through clenched teeth.

"Twenty years ago, robots were common around the Imperium. Industry, the Navy, even academia used them. They were useful, stronger and faster than Terrans. Their bodies could be refactored based on the work they'd be doing." He drew in a breath through his nose. "The problem was that their programming--their minds--all came from a shared repository. What none of us knew at the time was that there was a latent flaw in the programming. They were learning machines, but the flaw caused a kind of corruption that would inevitably drive them mad. They turned on their Terran handlers, or anybody they could get their grippers on, and... killed them. Given their durability, each one was a challenge to stop."

"It were not all of them," Minius said quietly.

Grimthorn glared him into silence.

"All of them," he said. "Some slower than others. But eventually, they all fell to the killing madness." He turned his eyes back to the robot, his gaze flinty. "At first we thought it was due to mistreatment, or stress, or some environmental factor." He shook his head. "It was when the Nannybots turned that the Imperium decided they were all too dangerous."

"Nannybots, sir?" Kinnit asked, not wanting to believe her interpretation of the name.

"Childcare robots. It was more horrific than you can imagine."

Kinnit swallowed heavily. Minius moved to try to place his body between the Marine's rifles and the robot.

"He have never hurt me," Minius said. "All these long years, and he have never been anything but a good companion and crewmate."

"Then you've been lucky, on top of being a fool. It's not a question of if it will go crazy. It's a question of when."

Grimthorn approached Flander with slow deliberation.

"Show me your designation plate," he said. "Where do you come from?"

Flander carefully folded its many arms back. The sphere at its center rotated slowly. A small steel plate became visible on the surface. It was badly dented and torn away in one spot. The text was barely readable.

F-------- Land--r--, it read.

"More complications," Grimthorn said with a wry twist to his lips. "You're a Frontier Landworks bot."

"Sir?" Kinnit asked.

Grimthorn took a big step back away from the robot.

"They were a terraforming and construction company during the last planet rush. They designed and built their own robots. Their robots were... stronger. Tougher." Grimthorn glared at Flander. "Less stable."

"Sir, they surrendered," Kinnit said. "The robot, too."

Grimthorn's jaw clenched.

"I've seen the security holos," he said stiffly. "You don't understand how quickly they can turn."

Kinnit laid a hand on Grimthorn's arm. He looked down at her, his face fierce. She met his gaze with her luminous eyes. His expression slowly softened very slightly.

"Very well. The robot will stand next to the bay doors. If we vent, it will be the first one sucking vacuum. The rest of the crew will stay in the docking bay while we inspect your ship."

Flander carefully moved over to the bay doors and stood still, its many arms sagging.

"He looks sad," Kinnit said.

"Don't anthropomorphize it," Grimthorn said. "It's a machine, and a dangerous one."

"Is it sentient?" she asked.

He looked at her, annoyance warring with worry.

"That's a question for a philosopher, not for me," he said. Then he wheeled and marched out of the docking bay.
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"Sergeant Mentel, reporting, sir." The young Sergeant was standing in Grimthorn's office, holding a rigid salute. Kinnit sat at her desk, alert.

"At ease, Sergeant. What have your men found?"

"It's as the Captain said, sir. They appear to be a scrapping operation, nothing more."

"Any contraband? Weapons?"

"No weapons. Minor contraband. Nothing you wouldn't find on any civilian ship."

Grimthorn frowned.

"Nothing unusual whatsoever?"

The Sergeant glanced around, looking unsure.

"Speak freely, Sergeant," Grimthorn said.

"Well, sir... it's just that their ship is... well, do you know the legend of the ship of Theseus?"

"Of course. 'If you replace every part of the ship, one piece at a time, is it still the same ship?' Why do you ask?"

"Well, imagine the ship of Theseus, but instead of replacing parts, they just kind of... built more ship on top of it."

Grimthorn's brow twisted in confusion.

"What do you mean?"

"We can't even tell what this thing was, originally. We know that there were at least three major expansions to the vessel. Maybe more. Apparently whenever they need more room, or another tool, they just kind of... stapled more on."

"How does something like that even hold together?"

"Poorly, sir. With all due respect, I would refuse any order for my men to board that vessel without exosuits or thinsuits or something. Half the thing doesn't even have a hull, it's just held together with shielding."

Grimthorn pulled up the scans they'd made of the Ocher Dawn.

"And they take it through jumpspace?"

"Apparently, sir."

Grimthorn shook his head.

"All right. Well what of the Arrowhead?"

"It's a ghost vessel, sir. Reactor burnout. There were no bodies on board."

Admiral Stonefist's brow wrinkled. "What kind of hull rupture is big enough and fast enough to empty out a whole ship?"

"The reactor burned through the dorsal plating. That's underneath where the crew should be. There should be bodies on board, sir. Or parts. Spray. Something."

Grimthorn nodded.

"Anything from the black box?"

"We pulled the data down for full analysis. Preliminary review suggests they ran into some kind of ship with no identification. After that, the engines were running at full power with no relief on the reactor. That kept up for a couple of days."

"Until the reactor failed."

"That seems likely, sir."

Grimthorn frowned in thought.

"So where are they?" he muttered. "The crew of the Arrowhead didn't just vanish."

"Maybe the full analysis of the black box will tell us more," said Sergeant Mentel in the tones of one who knows it will not, but is not ready to tell that to his boss yet.

"Hmm. I'll talk to Captain Minius again, see if we can figure out exactly where he picked up the Arrowhead."

"Yes, sir."

"Dismissed, Sergeant."

"Yes, sir," Sergeant Mentel said with evident relief. He turned and marched out, happy to leave weird mysteries with the brass.

Grimthorn sighed as his office door closed behind Mentel.

"I wasn't looking for another puzzle," he grunted. "I just wanted to shoot some pirates."

"I'm sure we'll find some pirates for you to blow up here soon, sir," Kinnit said. Grimthorn peered at her, trying to figure out whether she was making fun, but she kept her expression perfectly level.

"And I have to figure out what to do with these..." Grimthorn waved his hand, "these Clankers."

"Well, they're innocent, aren't they, sir? Shouldn't we let them go?"

"We don't know that they're innocent. We still don't have any information about what happened to the crew of the Arrowhead. There's no evidence that the Clankers weren't involved somehow. For all we know, the Ocher Dawn is the unknown ship the Arrowhead ran into."

Kinnit gave him a skeptical look.

"Sir, you've seen the scans of their ship. Do you really think the Ocher Dawn could have overpowered the Arrowhead in any way?"

Grimthorn frowned.

"Even if they are innocent, I can't just let an unmonitored robot run around the Imperium. At the same time, just having that thing on my ship is a major risk that's got me more uptight than a bureaucrat under audit."

Kinnit frowned along with Grimthorn for a few minutes. Then she brightened.

"Oh, I know! What if we issued them a letter of marque?"

Grimthorn looked at her, aghast.

"Absolutely not. Why would you even suggest such a thing?"

"If they are what they say they are, they'll jump at the chance. As a sanctioned privateer, they'll need a Navy transponder. Flight and patrol plans. Regular check-ins."

"But we're the Navy," he said. Coming from anyone else, Kinnit might nearly have called it whining. "We don't hire pirates. We kill them."

Kinnit nodded as she thought about it more. "It would get them all off the Swordheart and out of our hair," she said, brushing aside his objection, "but we could keep tabs on them. Plus, as scrappers, I bet they get into all kinds of areas a Navy ship would never be able to find. They might actually come up with some useful information for us."

"That is a terrible idea and I hate it," Grimthorn said. Kinnit smiled, recognizing his tone. "However," he said, and her smile became the slightest bit smug, "it may be the least bad option we have." He grimaced mightily. "Look up the paperwork. Find out what's involved."

Kinnit hummed to herself and began tapping away at her console.
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Captain Minius stood in Admiral Stonefist's office. He stared at Grimthorn, aghast.

"Absolutely not," he said. "What would possess you to even suggest such a thing?"

Grimthorn kept his face carefully neutral.

"A letter of marque is a rare offer," he said. "You found and retrieved a lost Navy vessel under highly unusual circumstances," Grimthorn added with something that almost sounded like sincerity. "Your abilities would be an asset to the Imperial Navy." Kinnit stood at his elbow, beaming.

"We have no arms," Minius said. "We are no combat crew."

"In this case, you wouldn't need any. Primarily, we want your eyes. Naturally, you'll receive a small stipend for your service."

Minius perked up.

"Oh? There are money for it?"

"Four hundred fifty credits per month."

Minius's eyes shone.

"Just for accepting the letter?"

"Yes. Plus you could sell any enemy vessel you capture, minus a small tax."

"I are allowed to capture vessels?"

"If they are documented enemies of the Imperium, yes. But as you say, your ship is not equipped for combat."

"There are many ways to capture a vessel," Minius said with a distracted air. He shook his head and focused. "What of Flander? What of my crew?"

"The robot would have to stay on your ship. No going downplanet. No getting on other ships."

"Flander have not been off the Ocher Dawn in decades, until today."

Grimthorn nodded. "Very well. Will you accept?"

"I... need to discuss with my crew. But I think... I do think they will want to be privateers of the Imperium."
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Kinnit and Grimthorn watched the Marine shuttle carrying Minius and his crew back to the Ocher Dawn.

"I can't help but feel like this is a mistake," he said.

"It will be fine," Kinnit said. She tilted her head and looked a little wistful. "I liked Flander. He's got a sweet personality."

"What personality? He's a robot. He doesn't even talk."

"Oh, he doesn't use words, but that doesn't mean he doesn't talk."

"If you say so." His lips tightened as the shuttle docked with the Ocher Dawn. "I can live and let live. Even a robot. As long as I never have to see or hear about it ever again."


ONE HUNDRED NINE
HOMECOMING


Elias Rhade hopped down out of the shuttle. He sniffed. There was a strange smell in the air.

He'd finally landed on Brolla. He waved at the shuttle. The pilot waved back, and the shuttle lifted into the air.

Elias's brow crinkled. The landing zones were shockingly bare. He'd never seen the Emberbleak spaceport this quiet.

He'd heard that people had been clearing out after the whole incident with Sehren Senn, but the panic must have been worse than he'd heard.

He hoped he'd still be able to find work. The non-violent kind, for preference. Maybe farm work on the outskirts of town.

He walked into the spaceport. Lost in thought and concern about finding a job, he didn't immediately register the emptiness that surrounded him. He wandered through the spaceport toward the bus counter.

He waited a few minutes for someone to come to the counter, and small realizations began to trickle into his consciousness. The spaceport was empty. Not just low-traffic, not just quiet, but empty. Luggage sat next to seats, unclaimed. Behind the bus counter, a disarrayed mass of slips lay on the floor, clearly having been knocked off the desk. A greasy, ashy kind of dust covered the floor.

"Hello?"

His voice echoed hollowly in the bare spaceport.

With mounting alarm, all thoughts of employment forgotten, he moved through the spaceport to the parking lot outside.

The heavy, humid air was still and quiet. Low clouds hung overhead, threatening rain. The parking lot was crowded, jumbled. The exit was clogged with vehicles. Elias walked over to investigate.

It took him a few minutes to tease apart what had happened. There had clearly been a fender bender between two cars in a rush, then other vehicles had tried to jam past. All the vehicles were empty, everybody had just left things where they were. It had clearly happened a while back; the interior of every vehicle was covered with gray dust.

Elias frowned. How had the insides of these cars gotten so dusty? What was going on?

"Bunk this," he said, and pulled out his scanner. He punched up the contact for local emergency services. He didn't even care if he got a fine for a non-emergency call, as long as he could talk to someone.

"Emberbleak Rapid Response, what is your emergency?"

Relief flooded Elias. For a few minutes there, he'd had a crazy fear that he was the only person left alive in Emberbleak.

"Oh, hi, great, look, I'm at the spaceport and there's been some kind of accident or something. There are wrecked cars, but there's nobody here."

"Thank you. Your report has been recorded, and will be handled by the first available dispatcher."

Elias stared in horror at his scanner. It had been a recorded voice. He waited a bit, but no dispatcher came online. After a few minutes, the voice repeated: "Thank you. Your report has been recorded, and will be handled by the first available dispatcher."

Where was everyone?

[image: ]


Admiral Stonefist paced in his office. On his desk lay his scanner, open to the report that had just come through. Kinnit sat at her desk with a concerned expression, watching him worry.

"What happened to the Arrowhead?" he muttered. The Infographers' in-depth analysis of the black box had yielded no more useful information than Sergeant Mentel had already provided. Even Kinnit had gone through the findings and had come up empty.

"They saw a ship, they scanned it, they tried to contact it, then... they tried to run," Grimthorn said. "I wish we had the results of whatever they'd scanned."

Kinnit nodded.

"Yes, sir." She glanced at her console. "Have you contacted the Cryptographers about it?"

Grimthorn stopped in the middle of his office.

"That's right!" he said. His face brightened for a bit, then darkened again. "Why haven't they been in touch? We were talking every week, before."

"Maybe they got busy? We've had a lot going on."

"Maybe so."

Grimthorn pulled out his scanner and set up an encrypted channel to contact the Cryptographers, the shadowy eldritch species that served the Emperor directly.

The scanner buzzed for an unusually long time. Finally the comms clicked open.

"Hello?" a woman's voice came on the line. Grimthorn's brow wrinkled.

"Hello," he said after half a beat. He shook his head. "Sorry, I was expecting to speak to Lieutenant Brangwin."

"Lieutenant Brangwin was promoted," she said. Her voice was unsure, quavering. "I am Lieutenant Osira. I've taken his place."

"Who is that?" Kinnit mouthed.

"New facilitator to the Cryptographers," Grimthorn whispered to her. "The Cryptographers didn't do anything terrible to Lieutenant Brangwin. Apparently, he got a promotion."

"Oh, good for him," Kinnit whispered back.

"I have a question for the Cryptographers," Grimthorn said into the scanner. "We have a ship that we've found, the ISS Arrowhead. All the crew... just vanished, as far as we can tell. I was hoping they could give me some insight."

"I'll... I'll ask them," Lieutenant Osira said reluctantly.

Grimthorn pinched his lips together. For all that Brangwin had gotten weird after spending so much time around the Cryptographers, he had done a good job managing comms with them. Now it looked like they were going to have to start all over again.

"I can speak to them directly, if it helps," he said shortly.

"Of course," Lieutenant Osira responded. The line quieted for a while. Grimthorn considered for a moment, then turned on the speaker on his scanner. There was no reason Kinnit couldn't listen in.

Then a familiar, grating, otherworldly voice came on.

"Admiral... Stonefist... does... not... use... the... Wraithfleet."

Grimthorn sighed, suddenly remembering why he didn't like talking to the Cryptographers. They were incapable of holding a direct, linear conversation.

"Yes, they're a risk in combat. We're working on it," he said gruffly. "Look, I wanted to ask about--"

"You... must... speak... with... the... Emperor."

Grimthorn froze.

"Again? About what?"

"He... will... need... your... assistance."

"Isn't that what you guys do?"

"We... are... withdrawing."

Grimthorn gave Kinnit a shocked look.

"Withdrawing? As in leaving? Leaving what?"

"The... galaxy."

"What?" Grimthorn barked.

"The... Solution... is... compromised. The... Anodic... Remnant... will... record... the... outcome."

"The what?" Admiral Stonefist's temperature rose. "What in Geina is an 'Anodic Remnant?'"

"Some... of... us... will... remain."

Kinnit looked up at Grimthorn with a sick expression. She held up her scanner, showing him something she'd just looked up.

Anodic: of or relating to an anode

Grimthorn's brow furrowed. She flipped over a couple of entries.

Sacrificial anode: A piece of metal that corrodes at an accelerated rate to protect a metal structure

Grimthorn's face hung open. The implication was clear.

"You think the Imperium is doomed," he said quietly. "You're all leaving because you think there's no hope." His face flushed with fury. "Things are going to get a little tough, so you're all running away? What about your duty to the Imperium? What about your loyalty to the Emperor?"

"The... Feeders... are... early. The... Aberrant... will... accelerate... them. The... Solution... is... compromised."

"Solution, solution, what solution? What are Feeders? None of this is set in stone! Why not stay and fight? Give me a straight answer for once!"

There was a long pause. Finally the Cryptographer spoke.

"We... are... historians... and... explorers. Our... work... is... finished. The... outcome... is... certain."

"Then why leave anyone at all? What is the point of this 'Anodic Remnant?'"

"To... chronicle... the... end. Admiral... Stonefist... makes... things... unpredictable. We... are... curious."

"So that's it, then? You're going weapons cold, feet hot?" Admiral Stonefist's nostrils flared and his hand tightened around his scanner tight enough to crack the casing. His entire body trembled with rage. His voice grew dangerously quiet. "I had not thought the Cryptographers of the Imperium were cowards."

"Our... work... is... finished," the Cryptographer repeated bloodlessly.

"Fine, then!" Admiral Stonefist roared in fury. "Scuttle away from the mess you've made!" His breath heaved in and out. He was angrier than he could ever remember being before. "I hope you all rot in the coward's Geina you deserve!"

Admiral Stonefist slammed his scanner down on his desk. It shattered, sending shards of hologlass and plastic across the room. He grabbed the edge of his desk, preparing to flip it over, when a small movement caught his eye.

Kinnit was edging away from him, a wary look in her eye.

His rage drained away, replaced with a sick shame. He released the desk.

"I'm sorry, Kinnit. I... I shouldn't have done that."

"Are you okay?" she asked, stepping closer.

His body still ached and shook with adrenaline, but he clenched his jaw and did what he could to force his body to stillness.

"I will be." He frowned at the remnant of his scanner. "We will be. Whatever those fools think."

She laid her hand on his back. At her touch, the last of his fury fled. He let out a long breath.

"I know we will," she said. "We'll talk to the Emperor, like they said. We'll figure out what's next." She moved closer, sliding her arm around his waist. "We'll save the galaxy. It's what we do."

He carefully put an arm around her shoulders.

He tried his hardest, but he couldn't quite manage a smile.
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Herin Kasra relaxed and stretched his legs out. His cold smile radiated malice. Four thugs surrounded him, their blasters pointed at him.

"What is the difference between a cop and a criminal?" Herin asked, smiling at the weapons pointed at his face.

"Cops die when they sniff around places they don't belong," said one. His blaster hummed as he powered it up, preparing to fire.

"Are criminals any different? Can you wander into another gang's territory whenever you want? Could you walk into a police station?"

"What are you, a philosopher?"

"In a manner of speaking. See, the difference is that I understand the game. You don't."

"What game?" the thug snarled.

"I get to travel all over the galaxy and do what I want," Herin said. "I get to engage in my... hobbies." He examined his fingernails coolly. "I just have to be careful about timing and visibility. Society loves me for it. You do what you want, but you're chased, reviled, and locked up. You're hunted." Herin chuckled, a soft sound with no mirth. "It would be so easy for your kind to get everything you wanted without fear, without retribution."

"Oh, it's so easy, huh? Why don't you tell us how easy it is before we blow your head off."

Herin's grin widened.

"The problem is simple. It's a matter of self-control and information. Myself, for example. I need information about this 'Oracle' that people are talking about. I could simply run around asking, or I could put myself in a situation where I can get everything that I want, if I'm patient."

"What are you talking about?"

"I'm talking about money for information. Would you gentlemen accept, say, ten thousand credits each to tell me where the Oracle is?"

The barrels of the blasters wavered.

"Ten thousand?" the leader asked. "Seriously?"

"I never make jokes, gentlemen." He raised his hands and slowly stood. "If you reach into my inner jacket pocket, you'll find a stack of forty thousand credits. Enough for each of you."

"What if we just decide to shoot you and take the money?"

"Ah, here's where the self-control comes in. Where do you think I'll go next time I have money and need information? I'll come right back to you. I'll be the goose that lays the golden eggs."

The leader licked his lips. Ten thousand credits was a lot of money. And more, for turning informant?

"There's that much money in being a cop?" he asked, lowering his weapon.

"If you understand the game, then yes." Herin nodded down at his jacket. "Simply reach in and see."

The leader stepped forward, his eyes on Herin's jacket. He reached out and began feeling around.

"A little further back," Herin said, his arms still raised. His smile flashed.

The leader reached in a little further.

Herin's arm snapped down, trapping the leader's hand under his jacket. His other hand slammed down into the side of the leader's neck, stunning his vagus nerve. Herin sidestepped and spun, flinging the nerveless body into the thug behind him. The two tumbled to the ground in a tangle of limbs.

Herin ducked as the other thugs started firing. He drove a kick up from a squatting position, driving a heel into the gut of the man to his left. The man gasped and folded over, trying to catch his breath. Herin rolled over to the chair and kicked it into the knees of the other thug. The thug tried to jump out of the way, but tripped over the chair, landing heavily on the ground.

Herin sprang to his feet. The leader was trying to stand, but after the blow to his vagus nerve, the signals to his body were confused, unsteady. Herin smoothly slipped behind him. He viciously twisted the leader's wrist. It cracked loudly. The leader cried out, and Herin plucked the blaster from his suddenly loose fingers.

He stood behind the leader, one arm wrapped around his neck, and the other holding the blaster leveled at his head. The rest of the crew regained their feet.

"What are you doing?" the leader gasped. "Cops don't take hostages."

"See, even criminals think there are rules," Herin said. His cold smile resurfaced. "Once you realize that all the rules are optional, getting what you want is much easier. Besides, I'm not taking you hostage."

One of the thugs was still lying on the ground, trying to catch his breath. The other two thugs stood back, blasters pointed at the pair, looking uncertain.

"What are you talking about?" the leader said hoarsely. "What do you call this, then?"

"You're not a hostage at all. You're a shield." Herin stretched out his arm. Three blaster shots rang out in rapid succession, echoing in the dark warehouse. The two standing thugs collapsed, and the one on the ground stopped gasping for air.

Herin released the leader. His unsteady legs gave out, dropping him to his knees. He gaped at the three dead men in front of him.

Herin's glasses shone in the dim light. He tossed the blaster behind him, spinning it away into the darkness, and drew a thick, straight-edged tanto blade from under his jacket.

"Now," he said, his grin widening. "You're going to give me everything I want."


ONE HUNDRED TEN
THE IMPERIAL COUNCIL


The Emperor fixed the Council with a steady gaze.

"I have bad news and good news," he said. "I've received word that many of the Cryptographers will be leaving the Imperium shortly."

The Council erupted in conversation.

"The Cryptographers leaving? Why?"

"What about the security of the Imperium?"

"Where are they going?"

"Why now?"

"Did we do something wrong?"

The Emperor held up his hands for silence.

"It is nothing to do with us," he said in a strong, clear voice. "It is simply time for some of the Cryptographers to leave."

Minister Aster stood slowly, his face ashen.

"What, then, is the good news, Your Imperial Majesty?"

The Emperor smiled benignly.

"The good news is that you've all been working on eliminating the institution of the Subject Species. We'll be able to more effectively use the Cryptographers that remain, rather than run them all over the galaxy dealing with SS collars. You have been working on that, have you not?"

Minister Aster's face stiffened.

"It is as Your Imperial Majesty has said."

"Good. I expect to see a detailed plan by the next Council meeting. I will lift all restrictions the week following, plan or not. There will be no more Subject Species in the Imperium by the end of the month."

"It will be as Your Imperial Majesty has said," Minister Aster said, choking slightly.

The Emperor gazed at the assembled Ministers.

"We will see how the Council handles this task," he said, "which will determine whether the Imperium needs a Council at all."

The Emperor turned and left the room. A babble of panic rose in his wake as the Ministers spoke over each other.

"Gentlemen! Gentlemen!" Minister Aster raised his voice, quelling the rising cacophony. "We are all reasonable men here. We all love the Imperium. We are blessed by her wealth and her power."

Aster's eye swept the Council Chamber. "I am as happy as everyone else at the Emperor's recovery, but he's come back with these strange ideas, dangerous ideas. We have warned him, and we've tried to deflect him, and none of it has worked. On top of that, he's asking about details that should be far beneath his notice. Never has he been so meddlesome."

A mutter of agreement circled the room.

Aster took a deep breath. "I think it's high time we discussed how we might protect the Imperium from the Emperor."

The air in the room grew deathly still. The assembled Ministers eyed each other, nobody wanting to be the first to say what everyone was thinking.

At long last, Minister Sarden cleared his throat. "I hope you're not suggesting--"

"I am not suggesting anything," Aster said. "Above all, I am not suggesting any harm come to the Emperor."

The tension in the room eased slightly.

"The Imperium needs the Emperor," he continued, "whole and well. He is our figurehead, our shining star. The Imperium does not need him interfering with the government."

Mutters of relief and agreement swept through the Ministers.

"Now, let us discuss how we might keep the Emperor safe, and the Imperium safe from him."
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Kinnit and Grimthorn sat in the mess hall, having coffee. The hall was sparsely populated. It was late evening; most folks were tucked up in their bunks already, but a few night owls still prowled.

Kinnit sighed happily. Her left hand held her coffee mug, and her right hand held Grimthorn's across the table.

"I like that we can meet like this now," she said.

"Hmm?" Grimthorn said mid-sip.

"In public." She gestured at the thin crowd in the mess hall. "We don't have to hide or worry anymore. I can just... sit here and love you and not care who's watching."

Grimthorn smiled at the ring on his left hand, then back at her.

"It is nice," he said. "I never realized how much tension that created until it wasn't there."

"We should think about where we want to go on our next vacation," she said.

"Already?" he said, smiling. "We just had our honeymoon a few months ago."

"I know," she said, blushing a little. "I enjoyed it so much I want to do it again already." She traced an idle pattern across the back of his hand. "I'm just greedy for you, I guess."

Grimthorn chuckled. "Well, I think it's a fine idea. Did you have an idea where you'd like to go?"

She rested her cheek on her hand and stared off into space.

"I don't know. Maybe next time we could go somewhere exciting."

"Mmm. Something like riding the rapids of Gamma Astrus?"

"Not that kind of exciting. I was thinking something like Hyrethia."

"Ah, I see. Shopping."

"No, you," she said, playfully slapping his hand. "I mean, I wouldn't mind doing some shopping..."

"There it is."

Kinnit stuck her tongue out at him.

"I want to see the crystal spires they've carved their temples into," she said. "I've heard that some of the spires are hundreds of feet tall. And I want to see the Hyrethians themselves. Have you ever met any?"

Grimthorn nodded, sipping his coffee.

"A few times. Not often. Their body shape makes it difficult for them to find accommodations for space travel. They're nice folks. Quiet, mostly. Very strange-looking, though."

"Are they as tall as people say?"

"Taller, probably. Hyrethia has low gravity, so the Hyrethians themselves can grow very tall. The ones I met were nearly ten feet tall. They're thin and spindly, though, so they're not intimidating, like our Molgar privateer friend."

Kinnit's gaze turned wistful.

"That's where I'd want to go next," she said. "Hyrethia would be wonderful."

"All right, then. When we get a chance, we'll take some time to visit Hyrethia."

She smiled, and her wistful gaze focused on his face.

"I love you. And not just because you agreed to take me on exotic vacations."

"I love you, too."

They sat in the quiet mess, oblivious to the few folks around them, basking in each other's company.
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The Ocher Dawn popped out of the jumphole in Alvor. The lush green planet after which the system was named glittered below them.

"Now we are talking," Minius said, rubbing his hands.

"Minius, should we be here?" Brutus asked. "There was a major battle here not that long ago."

"That are exactly why we're here, Brutus," Minius said. "You did hear the Admiral. We can take any enemy ship for our own." He waved his scanner around gleefully, the letter of marque at the top of his display. "Free and clear, and nobody can gainsay us otherwise."

Brutus's single wide brow folded in worry.

"I also heard what you told the Admiral. We're not combatants. For once, you were right. We don't belong in battle."

Minius waved his hand dismissively.

"There are no more Oryndrax. The Navy did destroy them all. And the IDM did clear out any dangerous leftovers from this sector. Reactor leavings and torpedoes and suchlike."

"I heard there are still a lot of Oryndrax on their homeworld. What if they snuck back over to this sector?"

"Then we'll just be sneakier."

Brutus heaved a long-suffering sigh. The Captain was in one of his moods, and from experience, Brutus knew that no amount of logic would sway him.

On the other hand, the Ocher Dawn was lighter than it had been in years. In a fit of optimism, Minius had sold off tons of the scrap they'd been toting around. Ordinarily he waited for peak market conditions to make a sale, but the possibility of vast new fields of scrap on the horizon had heated his imagination to a fever pitch.

"Deploy the scoops, Flander."

The robot tapped once, and activated something on its console. Outside the ship, the shielding dwindled. Some of it warped, the typical bulbous dome flexing, turning inside out. The shielding took on a bowl-like paraboloid shape, spreading out from the ship like wings, sweeping forward.

"Perfect. Brutus, let's start sweeping. Scan as we go."

Brutus rolled his eye and brought the engines up to quarter power.

By moving slowly with the shields spread out, any tiny chips and chunks of metal that floated around in the sector would gently bounce toward the depression in the shielding. In most sectors, this would yield as close to nothing as to make no difference. But in a sector where there had been a pitched battle, there was always some amount of scrap that could be sifted out of seemingly empty space.

The Ocher Dawn wallowed along, gathering bits of metal. Brutus's eyebrow rose as he watched his console.

"Weight distribution deltas suggest we're gathering good scrap, Minius. Close to a tenth of an ounce per mile."

"Ha! I knew it!" Minius struck the heels of his palms together in delight. "I knew it! We'll replace all the scrap we sold in no time!"

Brutus shook his head. It annoyed him when the Captain did something dangerous that paid off. It would only encourage him for the next time.

Brutus tapped his console, looking at the scans.

"I have a mass on scan, Minius."

"Another scrap bloom?"

"Minius, if you smile any wider, the edges of your grin will meet in the back, and the top of your head will fall off."

"Are it a bloom?" he persisted.

"No, it's not that much mass," Brutus said. The news didn't seem to dent Minius's enthusiasm at all. "It looks like it might be part of a ship, though."

"Well let's go take a look!"

The Ocher Dawn tilted, aiming for the small mass. It drew closer, its shield-wings still gathering scrap.

"Up to three-tenths of an ounce per mile," Brutus said reluctantly.

"Yes, yes, good. What of the mass?"

The little mass slowly became clearer on the scans as they drew close. Minius hung over Brutus's shoulder, staring eagerly at the data.

"There it are! There it are!" he crowed.

"Yes... but what is it?"

They finally came within close scanning range. Visual scans revealed a hooked, mangled shred of metal, spinning furiously.

"It are a ship!"

Brutus nodded slowly.

"That's no Imperial ship. I think it's one of the Oryndrax fighters." He leaned back a bit, considering. "Part of one, anyway." He pulled up some data, and a holo of an Oryndrax fighter appeared on his console. "This is what one of their fighters looks like when it hasn't been exploded. Our mass there looks like part of a wing."

Minius bolted to his feet. "I do claim this enemy fighter in the name of the Imperium!" he hollered, startling everybody on the bridge. He smiled and sat back down. "I have been wanting to say that for weeks."

Brutus chuckled and shook his head. He peered more closely at the scan.

"It is a wing," he said. "It looks like it still has an engine attached."

"Flander!" Minius cried. "Get the crane ready! We'll reel it in!"

Brutus brought the ship alongside their new find, gently matching speed with the spinning steel.

Once they were alongside, Flander worked the controls for the crane. He paused and tapped the floor twice.

"It are spinning too fast," Minius said. "Brutus, how are the inertial damper doing?"

"It won't take any extra load. It was already cracked when we installed it, we don't want to push it."

"We are going slow, right? We can turn it off for the ship and beam it at the scrap."

Brutus cast a worried glance back at the Captain.

"We... could. We wouldn't be able to maneuver at all, though, unless we want to end up smeared against the wall of the Dawn."

"Let's do it, then," Minius said. "I do have plans for that scrap."

Brutus pinched his lips. He disapproved, but then again, he disapproved of much of what Captain Minius did.

Minius did always take care of them, though.

"Inertial dampers going offline in 3... 2... 1... now." There was a barely audible crackle as the dampers de-powered. "No maneuvering for any reason until they're back on inside the ship." Brutus tapped at his console, changing the focus and routing of the dampers. "Damping the scrap, coming online... now."

The scrap sparkled in the light of the bright yellow sun as it spun. The dampers activated, and the spinning slowed from a fast spin to a slow tumble, as though it had started spinning through oil.

"It's drifting away," Minius said. "We need to catch it!"

"We'll re-align the Dawn after I fix the dampers. No maneuvering until then. Flander, is it slowed down enough for you to grab with the crane?"

Flander tapped once.

"Switching dampers back..." There was a long, tense moment. Brutus frowned. "It's taking longer than usual to power up. I hope our little stunt didn't finish cracking it."

After a breathless wait, Brutus's broad shoulders relaxed.

"Okay, it's back. We can maneuver again."

"Catch it!"

Brutus smiled. Captain Minius was so excitable when it came to scrap.

Brutus edged the Dawn closer. Flander activated the crane.

The long, jointed arms of the crane reached out toward the shredded ship. They gingerly closed around the spinning Oryndrax wing. The scrap stopped suddenly with a clang that reverberated throughout the ship. Minius winced.

"Perhaps that were still going a little fast. I hope we did not damage the engine on the scrap."

Brutus frowned in confusion.

"You want the engine out of that little thing? It's too small to mount to the Ocher Dawn."

"Oh, I don't want it to help push the ship around," he said. "But I do have an idea what to do with it. You'll see."

Brutus smiled tightly. He only hoped that whatever the Captain had planned wouldn't be too wildly dangerous.


ONE HUNDRED ELEVEN
PROPHET AND PROFIT


Elias looked up at the sky. A playful breeze ruffled his hair and cooled the worried, drawn look on his face. The field of grass before him swayed.

He stood outside his purloined vehicle on the side of the road, feeling the wind, watching this slice of nature. He wasn't in a hurry.

Dead. Everybody was dead. The entire planet was dead. For all he knew, the entire Imperium was dead.

He'd been traveling from city to city, looking for something. He didn't know what. Some kind of direction, a purpose. Another person, maybe. Though in the last few weeks, he'd given up any hope of that.

What do you do when there's nobody left?

Food was not a problem, by and large--there were plenty of shelf-stable packaged goods in the grocery stores he passed by. Electricity was still flowing in most areas, so even the refrigerated goods were available to him. The produce areas were best avoided, however; the carefully stacked displays had been quietly rotting for weeks now.

He didn't know what had happened, but whatever it was, it had happened fast. His earlier fears of some kind of disease now seemed foolish. A disease didn't kill so fast that cars ran off the road, or that tools in people's hands fell to the floor, or any of a thousand other clues he'd seen.

He'd tried breaking into some emergency response stations to find clues, or to try to contact someone, but there wasn't much there he could work with. He didn't know how to operate the complex consoles, and the few bits of data he found were couched in dense industry terminology that he didn't understand.

Elias didn't know what had happened, but he knew why. This was some kind of divine punishment.

He'd wanted to be away from people. He'd even dreamed about owning some land. And now he had a whole planet all to himself.

He was getting everything he'd wanted, good and hard.

Elias barked a half-crazed laugh and got back in his vehicle. The capital city of Ullia was ahead of him, just visible on the horizon. He began driving.
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Elias pushed into the comms station. He didn't know why he bothered anymore. All the comms stations he'd come across had either shut down, or were in some kind of hibernation state. He hadn't been able to work out how to bring them up. He'd spent far too much time in frustration and anger trying to figure out how to make things work.

At the same time, he had to let somebody know. There had to be someone off-planet. Somewhere out there.

Every day that passed, the more his heart burned within him. He had to tell. He had to share what he'd found. The rest of the galaxy--if there even was a rest of the galaxy anymore--had to be warned of the fate of Brolla.

The transmission station was locked, but he had a crowbar with him. It had been one of the most useful tools he'd come across.

As it turned out, most locks and doors weren't designed to prevent entry. They were just to slow intruders enough for someone to respond. Which didn't matter if there was nobody to respond.

Just Elias, alone on his planet, tearing open doors to find more emptiness.

The transmission station was filled with the same gray ash that lay everywhere he went. He'd slowly come to the horrifying realization that the ash had been people. Over the weeks, horror had given way to a strange kind of pity, and then to acceptance.

He knelt down and dragged his fingers through a pile of ash. He drew his fingers across his face, leaving gray smears down his cheeks.

"You're with me, now," he said. "You are alone no more. Lend me your strength and your wisdom."

He stood and walked to the entrance to the control room. With a practiced motion, he drove the flat end of the crowbar in between the door and the frame. He gave it a mighty heave, and the doorjamb splintered, the thick wood giving way before his crowbar.

It swung open, as they all did eventually. He walked in.

The console was lit up. A faint background static could be heard.

Elias approached slowly, uncertainly. The comms station looked like it was up and operating.

"Share what you find." That had been the Oracle's final directive. Somebody needed to know.

He shook his head. He was doing this of his own free will. Not because the Oracle made him.

But somebody needed to know.

He sat slowly in the chair before the console. A small microphone on a stand sat on the desk. The microphone stand sported a wide button. The hiss of static continued in the background.

He carefully held down the button. A green light under the label "TX" came on.

"Hello?" he said. "Is anybody out there?" He released the button. The lights of the console blinked in silence. The static continued. He keyed the mic again.

"Is there any voice to hear?" His voice cracked. "Is there any heart to break?"

The quiet static continued.

"Brolla Emergency Response Station Oh-Seven," blared the speakers in the room. Elias cried out in fear and alarm. He spasmed in shock and fell out of the chair. "This is Naval Relay Station Four-Oh-Oh-Five, spinward arm. Say again, your transmission was unclear."

Elias scrambled to his feet, backing away from the console.

A voice. A real voice, for the first time in weeks. Quiet tears filled his eyes, spilled down his face.

"Brolla Emergency Response Station Oh-Seven, I repeat, your transmission was unclear. Say again." The voice that filled the room was brisk, direct.

Something inside Elias broke.

Elias timidly approached the console. After a delay, he pressed the transmit button again.

"I bring you tidings," he said, his voice hoarse and slow, as though carrying an unbearable weight. "A great judgment has fallen on Brolla."

"Who is this? Please state your callsign and authorization."

"I am a wanderer. A fool. I am the last of the Brollans."

"This frequency is restricted. It is reserved for emergency services. Please disengage if you are not authorized."

Elias cackled madly. "I'm the only one left!" he cried. "All Brolla is dead! Judgment! Judgment comes for the galaxy entire!"

"Unknown transmitter, be advised that unauthorized transmission on emergency frequency is a serious crime. You will be arrested and imprisoned if you do not cease communications immediately."

"Send them!" he shrieked, spittle flying. "Send your soldiers! Send your ships! They will not stand before the judgment! All systems will share Brolla's fate! All systems will be filled with emptiness, their people turned to ash, their fields lying fallow! None will remain!"

He shrieked mad laughter and continued to rant, filling the airwaves with his dire prophecy.
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The empty cargo bay was long and dim. Half the lights flickered. Small piles of junk lay in untidy heaps around the bare bay.

Minius circled their recent find, nearly capering with glee.

"I did tell you!" he crowed. "I did tell you!" He had a power spanner in one hand and a shear cutter in the other.

The chunk of scrap was nearly fifteen feet long and four feet tall, twisted and shredded. Minius was carefully extracting the engine from the Oryndrax fighter's wing.

He would dart around to one side, cut some bit off, some shred of steel. Then dart over to the other side, pull something else off.

Slowly but surely, he was exposing the Oryndrax engine.

Flander stood by impassively, next to a pile of untidy tools, watching the proceedings. Brutus stood nearby in case his strength was needed. Occasionally, Minius would peremptorily demand another tool, which Flander would hand to him.

"It are perfect," Minius cackled as he steadily peeled away layers of wreckage. "I know it is. Brutus, go and fetch me a power conduit."

"There's no outlet here. I'll have to run conduit from nearly the aft of the ship, by the reactor."

"Sure, sure, that are fine," Minius said.

Brutus opened his mouth to object, but Minius had that look: that look that said he was brain-deep in whatever he was working on and wouldn't register a thing Brutus said.

On the upside, with so much of the scrap sold, it was easier for Brutus to get around the ship now.

Brutus crawled out through the door to find some very long power conduit.

"Ah, it are loose. Flander, help me get this engine out."

Flander smoothly rolled over to the scrap. It took a couple of false starts to get the thing free; things went much more smoothly when Minius stopped trying to help and simply danced around Flander while he carefully extracted the engine from the wreckage. It set the engine on the floor.

"Perfect, perfect. Now go and fetch me that gravitational focusing cone we salvaged last year."

Flander tapped once and swiftly zipped away.

Minius sat with a handheld circuit analyzer and began going over the control board on the engine.

After a while, Brutus returned, unrolling dense, three-inch-thick cabling. Even with his size, he was struggling a little to move the heavy conduit. He got it through the door, unrolled enough to reach all the way to Minius's ad hoc workstation, and dropped the rest on the floor. He stood, stretching his back.

"Here's the power, Captain," he said.

"Perfect, perfect. Give me, oh, a twelve-volt lead."

Brutus pinched his lips and looked at the hundreds of feet of weighty cabling he'd been dragging around.

"Twelve volts? That's all?"

Minius looked up, catching Brutus's tone.

"I'll use more later, I promise. I just need to test this board."

With a sour look, Brutus fished a twelve volt shunt out of the pile of tools and hooked into the conduit. His eye slid over to Minius.

"Here."

Minius absently took the lead with a grin, all his focus on the exposed guts of the fighter engine.

"Now, if my calculations are correct..." He hooked the lead in.

There was a loud buzz, then a pop, and a cloud of stinking smoke rolled up out of the engine. Minius coughed and waved it away.

"I don't think your calculations were correct," Brutus said wryly.

"It are fine, it are fine." He keyed his radio. "Flander, while you're out, find me a control board, too. Imperial standard. And a, uh, a multi-tap transformer."

He smiled up at Brutus.

"Just needs a little adjustment. It are fine!"
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"Now, we can test!" Minius cried. He hopped back from the contraption he'd put together. "Let's see how powerful the Oryndrax made their engines!"

"Minius, I don't understand what you've made here. Can you please explain before you blow us all up?"

"What? Can you not tell?" He gestured at the assembly. It was bolted to the floor with a temporary mount.

"It looks like you've capped the engine with the gravity cone. And you disabled the regulator. Even without a regulator, that's only going to let a tiny amount of power out. All your thrust is going to just end up as heat. You're not going to push anything like that."

"Ah, but it are not designed to push. And it will let all the power out, just in a tiny area. Flander, fetch me that armor plate, set it up in front of my genius device."

Flander did as instructed, carefully balancing a six-inch thick chunk of armor fifteen feet from the device.

Brutus's eye widened with recognition.

"It's a torch. You made that engine into a cutting torch."

"Exactly!" Minius cackled with glee. "If this are powerful enough to cut through armor, we can carve up any ships we find. We can mount it to the crane arm. No more leaving scrap behind because it's too big to tie to the Dawn. We'll cut it apart and stack it in storage!"

Brutus nodded. That would be an amazing capability. Buying a commercial torch that size was ruinously expensive; they'd never be able to afford one.

"If your contraption is powerful enough."

"Let's try! Goggles on!"

"I don't have a goggle," Brutus said.

"Then just squint your eye up real tight," Minus said. Brutus sighed and closed his eye. "I have it set for a quarter-second burn. Here we go. Three... two... one... activate!"

There was a loud roar. Brutus opened his eye and looked once the sound died. His jaw clenched.

They looked at the result of Minius's experiment. Minius himself was uncharacteristically silent.

"It did work," he said finally. Flander tapped the floor once.

"I'm glad the shielding in this part of the ship is functional," Brutus said in a choked voice.

The torch had sublimated the armor, turning it from a solid directly into a gas. The floor between the torch and the armor was buckled and warped from the heat. The wall behind the armor--fifty feet away--sported a new hole, two feet across. The edges of the hole glowed. The haze of the ship's shielding was visible through the hole. Beyond, the stars could be seen.

"I think I do need to find a way to turn it down," Minius said.

"Minius," Brutus said, clinging grimly to the last of his patience, "from now on, let's test it outside."


ONE HUNDRED TWELVE
THRONES


Herin Kasra smiled as he was thoroughly patted down. One of the meaty enforcers began counting the credits in the small case he was carrying.

"Money checks out," he said finally.

Herin looked down at the enforcer searching him.

"Are you afraid I'll bring in something that will hurt the Oracle?" he asked with barely concealed humor.

The enforcer stood and glared at him.

"No," he said. "The likes of you can't hurt him. I just don't trust you. And I don't like your face."

"Then you're smarter than you look," Herin said.

The two enforcers gave each other a wry look.

"What can we do?" said the other, shrugging. "The money checks out."

"Fine. All the way down the hall, through the main doors. Do the favor, that's the rule." The enforcer shrugged. "Or don't. I wouldn't mind if you skipped that part."

"I definitely will," Herin said, waving to them as he walked away.

Rules. Herin Kasra understood rules well. Explicit rules, implicit rules. Spoken and unspoken. Demanded and expected. Everyone's world was governed by rules. Even his.

Following most of the rules gave you the leeway to break the ones you really wanted to.

Herin entered the Oracle's chamber, his cold smile fixed in place. He walked to the foot of the tall narrow stairs and looked upward.

The Oracle looked down. They stared at each other for a long moment, the harsh light of the chamber reflecting off the round lenses of the pair of them. Herin's grin shone at the Oracle's writhing tentacles.

The Oracle stood.

"I... have... been... waiting... for... you... Hunter."

The Oracle descended the stairs with slow deliberation, then began circling Herin, examining him minutely.

"How... useful," the Oracle said. "A... body... with... no... soul."

"Are you a doctor, then? Or a priest?" Herin asked.

"I... am... chaos."

Herin's grin widened.

The Oracle stopped in front of Herin and looked down at him.

"Speak... your... desire."

"I seek the means to stop the growth of the Riftborn gang on Techterra. For my job."

The Oracle began circling him again.

"So... small... a... thing. A... work... task."

Herin did not respond, only smiled.

"Do... you... desire... nothing... else?"

Herin's smile widened.

"What do you think I should ask for?"

The Oracle paused.

"You... desire... power... without... responsibility."

"Don't we all?"

The Oracle nodded. "All... do." It turned and mounted the stairs. It sat back on its throne.

"You... have... found... something."

Herin paused for a moment, thinking.

"You mean the device I got from Sehren Senn's hideout," he said finally. "The one he was transmitting from when we caught him."

"Use... it. Find... your... heart's... desire."

Herin smiled. "I can do that," he said.

The Oracle gestured toward the exit in a clear dismissal. Herin stood fast at the foot of the throne.

"I'm curious," Herin said.

The Oracle leaned forward.

"Why are you here?" Herin asked. "What are you working toward?"

The Oracle hissed, a strange piercing sound that made the assistants cower together in the corners of the room.

"None... have... asked... that... before."

"I'm a policeman," Herin said with a shrug. "I ask questions."

The Oracle stood.

"I... will... destroy... the... Solution." It leaned forward. "I... will... break... every... rule." It closed one taloned claw into a fist. "I... will... take... vengeance... on... those... who... created... me."

Herin's grin grew colder.

"Interesting. Makes me glad I didn't create you, then. Well, I'll be going." He gave the Oracle a sardonic salute. "Always a pleasure to meet a kindred spirit."

Herin Kasra turned and walked away.
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Kinnit and Grimthorn sat on the long waiting bench outside the Emperor's chamber in the Sedes Imperialis.

"What do you think he wants to talk about?" Kinnit asked.

Grimthorn smiled tiredly. She'd been asking this same question in different ways repeatedly over the last few days. His answer didn't change.

"I don't know," he said. "The Cryptographers want us to meet. The Emperor expedited it." He shrugged. "We'll find out here soon." He looked at her. She was trembling and fidgeting. "What's wrong, Kinnit?"

She took a deep, unsteady breath and looked up at him with tear-filled eyes.

"You don't think he'll rescind my citizenship, do you? Or say we can't be married?"

Grimthorn's face fell open in shock. Then he pulled her close in a rough hug.

"Of course not," he said. "Of course not." Grimthorn stroked her back. "Besides, even if he did, you know how that would go. I made a vow. I will do anything to stay with you always." He held her at arm's length and looked deep into her eyes. "Anything."

She hiccuped a sob and slid back into his arms, hugging him tightly.

"I love you," she said quietly.

"And I love you," he replied.

An official in white and red livery stepped into the hallway from the direction of the throne room.

"The Emperor will now grant audience to Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist and Lieutenant Kinnit Stonefist," he said in a loud, clear voice.

They broke apart and stood.

"I still like the sound of that," she said, smiling and wiping her eyes. "Kinnit Stonefist."

He smiled at her and laid a comforting hand on her shoulder. They walked into the Emperor's throne room.

They dropped their eyes to the floor as they entered the Emperor's presence.

"I request to enter the Emperor's presence," they said in unison.

"Grimthorn, my man!" blared the Emperor from his throne. "And Kinnit!" He stood and began descending the broad stairs to the floor.

Grimthorn looked up in shock. He hadn't expected this kind of greeting.

"M-may we approach, Your Imperial Majesty?"

"Forget that, forget all that," the Emperor said. "We don't have time for a lot of formality. Come, join me in my chambers."

The Emperor turned and led them out of the throne room through a side door. It opened to a hallway with rich carpeting and ornate door frames. It branched off in many directions. The Emperor ushered them into a well-appointed meeting room.

Grimthorn and Kinnit followed his lead, rattled.

"You're... looking very healthy, Your Imperial Majesty."

It was true. The last time they'd met, the Emperor had been thin, sickly. Now he walked firmly and held his head high, his back straight and his voice booming.

"Yes, I overcame my illness. In no small part thanks to you two."

"Us? We didn't--I mean, Your Imperial Majesty, I don't think we--"

"Story for another time. Come, sit."

They all took a seat at a round table.

"It is good to see you well, Your Imperial Majesty," Kinnit said.

The Emperor winked at her.

"I have a little surprise for you, as a thank-you," he said.

"Oh?" Kinnit perked up. "What is it?"

"If I told you, it wouldn't be a surprise, now would it? Trust me, you'll know it when you see it."

Grimthorn was reeling a bit from the unexpected informality of the Emperor.

"That's... very kind of you, Your Imperial Majesty, but we're simply serving the Imperium. We need no rewards for doing our duty."

"Well, you're getting one anyway," the Emperor said. "Imperial decree. You shall be rewarded and you shall like it. So saith the Emperor, etc., etc."

"Of course, Your Imperial Majesty," Grimthorn said, bowing his head.

"Good. Now, let's get to it. I take it you've heard about the Cryptographers leaving?"

Grimthorn reddened, his brow drawing down.

"I have," he said shortly.

"He told them they were cowards, and they could rot on Geina, Your Imperial Majesty," Kinnit said.

The Emperor threw back his head and laughed.

Kinnit frowned. "I happen to agree with him, Your Imperial Majesty."

"That's so very... Stonefist of you. Marriage is making you more like each other already."

Kinnit's face twisted in disapproval. "Respectfully, I don't find it funny, Your Imperial Majesty."

The Emperor's chuckles faded away.

"Because it's not. But we must laugh, must we not? Laugh, lest you cry, isn't that the saying?" The Emperor's face grew somber. "I have a plan for you two." He paused. "Well, not a plan. An idea."

Grimthorn raised an eyebrow, peering at the Emperor carefully.

"We stand ready to do the Emperor's bidding," Grimthorn said.

"First, I need you to find the Aberrant. This is a top priority."

"We have been searching, Your Imperial Majesty," said Admiral Stonefist. "We will continue. But couldn't the Cryptographers find it more easily?"

The Emperor shook his head. "Not so, I fear. The Aberrant seems to have some means of... confusing the Cryptographers. It's got them extremely concerned."

Grimthorn struggled mightily to imagine a 'concerned' Cryptographer. The blank stare, the tentacles, the overwhelming psychic pressure--none of it lent itself to an image of fretful anxiety.

"Understood," he said finally, giving up on the visualization.

"The Aberrant goes by 'the Oracle' now. It's... acting as a Cryptographer to anyone."

"Anyone?" Kinnit asked.

"Anyone with money. Terrorists. Criminals. Hostile species. It's giving Cryptographer insight to... anyone."

Kinnit and Grimthorn sat in silence as the implication of the Emperor's words began to sink in. Admiral Stonefist looked slightly sick.

"We will redouble our efforts to find the Aberrant, Your Imperial Majesty."

"Find and destroy," the Emperor said. "Finish the Cryptographers' work. There's to be no mercy for the Aberrant. We've already found out enough of what it's done to warrant that. Likely it's done far worse than we know."

"We will not hesitate, Your Imperial Majesty."

"Grimthorn..." the Emperor looked directly into Admiral Stonefist's eyes. "It won't be easy. The Cryptographers won't tell me how to kill the Aberrant. They won't tell you, either. They say it's 'complicated.' They say that if they gave you a plan, it would be doomed to failure. You'll have to come at the Aberrant from an angle it won't be expecting."

Admiral Stonefist pinched his lips and nodded.

"That's what I do, Your Imperial Majesty."

Kinnit looked at her husband with a proud smile.

"There's one other thing," the Emperor said. "You know of the Feeders?"

"Only a little, Your Imperial Majesty."

"I don't know much more than you. I'll share what I can. The Cryptographers say that they're already in the galaxy. The only slim hope we can cling to is the fact that they don't have a good way of finding us. That will slow them down, perhaps give us time to figure out how to fight them."

"If the Cryptographers are fleeing the galaxy, it sounds like they don't think much of that 'perhaps.'"

The Emperor smiled, a little sadly. "No, they don't. But they don't know everything." He shook his head. "They can't know everything. I have to believe that." The Emperor looked up and forced a smile on his face and a bright, if brittle, tone into his voice. "If anyone can do it, you can, Grimthorn." He clapped the Admiral on the shoulder. "I know you can save us all. Again."

"I will do my utmost, Your Imperial Majesty."

The conversation lulled. The Emperor looked thoughtful.

"Is there something else, Your Imperial Majesty?" Kinnit asked.

The Emperor looked up at Admiral Stonefist. "Grimthorn, I..." he paused, his mouth open. Then he seemed to change his mind and carefully closed it again. "It's nothing. You have plenty to focus on. Go, and take care of the galaxy."

Grimthorn stood and saluted. "All hail the Imperium!" he cried.

"All hail the Imperium," the Emperor responded.

Grimthorn and Kinnit turned to walk out the door.

"Grimthorn?" the Emperor said.

"Yes, Your Imperial Majesty?"

"It might be a while before I can speak with you again. I'm about to upset a lot of people. Whatever rumors you hear, whatever people think they know about what's happening to me, I want you to know that I'm fine. Whatever else happens, I'm fine. Can you trust your Emperor in this?"

Grimthorn gave him a solemn nod. "I can, Your Imperial Majesty."

"Very well. Lieutenant Kinnit, keep your big oaf out of trouble. Or at least out of more trouble than he can handle."

"Every day, Your Imperial Majesty!" she chirped.

They turned and left, the Emperor's sad smile following them.


ONE HUNDRED THIRTEEN
SCRAP BLOOM


Captain Minius cackled with glee. One of the crane arms--the one with the bespoke cutting torch mounted--moved smoothly along the exterior of the Fyronix ship. Thick hull plating parted easily under the intense power emitted by the narrow gravitronic nozzle of the torch as Flander guided the crane arm from the console on the bridge.

Minius's crew had never broken down a ship until about three weeks ago, but already they were working together smoothly. With Brutus's deft hand on the ship controls, Flander operating the crane torch, and Minius finding the juiciest scrap, they were quickly becoming practiced at breaking down derelict and destroyed vessels.

Enemies of the Imperium only, of course.

The routine was becoming smooth. They'd circle a derelict, pull off the hull plating, cut it into standard sizes and stack it carefully in storage. Then they would cut apart the beams of the superstructure, slotting them into storage as well. That left the internal structure holding all the really expensive goodies: reactor, shielding, central computing, fuel. Occasionally they'd even find a cargo hold full of goods.

Of course, there were always complications. Destroyed ships were just that. They'd have big holes to work around, or be missing the entire aft, or sometimes simply be ragged shreds barely clinging together through the superstructure. But with some careful navigation and the liberal application of their newest tool, they were making short work of even the gnarliest wrecks.

"This have been the best deal ever I have made," Minius said with immense satisfaction.

They'd already sold three entire shiploads of scrap, and the first privateer payment had come in from the Imperium. They were making so much money that Minius was even considering getting some of the missing hull on the ship repaired.

Minius shook his head. With so much scrap at hand, they could patch it all themselves. No need to spend extra for somebody else to do it.

"Careful now," Minius said. "This are close to the reactor."

Flander absently tapped once on the deck as its many other arms continued to guide the torch and crane claws. The large sheet of armor plating was nearly free.

They were in the Brega sector. Though it had never been formally designated as such, it had become one of the junkyards of the Imperium. When the IDM cleared a combat sector, they had to put the demolished vessels somewhere. It would be easy to fire the mess into the nearest star, and the messiest and most dangerous scrap got exactly that treatment. More cohesive scrap was towed away, though, and usually ended up in dead-end sectors that only had one or two jumpholes. Brega was one of those sectors.

The easy wrecks would quickly be gobbled up by the big firms with the fancy ships and powerful tools, but the Clankers were becoming adept at taking apart the problematic derelicts.

The panel came free of the wreck they were working on. Flander snagged it with one of the crane's claws, and Brutus applied a tiny amount of thrust to keep the movement from sending the Ocher Dawn spinning. Flander carefully moved the panel aside and gently released it. Later, they would gather it into one of the Dawn's many bays. Minius cast a worried eye at the panel.

"I do hope that does not float off." He reflected for a moment. "It would be good to have another crewman, don't you think? Especially now that we're earning so much. We could have them storing and cataloging our finds."

Brutus raised his eyebrow.

"It's not a bad idea," he said, "but where would you find someone who wanted to join us?" He looked around the decrepit bridge. "Our ship doesn't exactly make us look... successful."

"Same way Flander and I did find you," Minius said. "You were looking for work, right? We can find another such."

Brutus's mouth twisted.

"Well, Minius, I had been looking for a while. Not many will take on a Molgar to crew."

"And I are sure we can find another gem who have been overlooked. But let's focus." Minius looked at his console. "Ah, this are good scrap, but there are too much structure in the way to see if the reactor are salvageable yet. Power off the torch, we'll come around and strip the other side."

Minius rubbed his hands together as Brutus prepared to power on some of the larger engines.

A small blip appeared on the scanner. Minius's brow furrowed.

"Belay that," Minius said. "There are another mass in the system suddenly. I didn't see it before. Did you, Brutus?" Brutus shook his head. Minius's expression hardened. "It may be a bigger scrapper. But this are our scrap." A note of worry crept into his voice. "But they are not near the jumphole. How did they get into the sector without us seeing?"

"Should I scan them, Minius?" Brutus asked.

"Passive scan only. I don't want to draw their attention to our scrap."

Brutus nodded and worked his console. An image popped up on the main display.

"What are that?" Minius said.

The strangest ship--or biological--or something had appeared in the sector. It was a massive sphere of branching, bony constructs, like a giant, gapped coral.

"I do not like the look of this," Minius said. Flander tapped twice. "Power down everything."

"What about the shielding?" Brutus asked.

"That too. If we lose any scrap we'll fetch it again later."

Brutus's eyebrow rose, but he did as directed.

"Have you ever seen the like?" Minius whispered, staying quiet, as though his voice would carry through space. Brutus shook his head and Flander tapped twice. Minius licked his dry lips. "Let's stay at minimum power. Maybe we can pass as a scrap bloom. Especially this close to our derelict."

The ship hung there, the greenish light of the Bregan star reflecting dully off its ivory struts. It possessed almost a watchful air, as though it were looking at all the junk in the sector.

Then it vanished.

"What happened? Where did it go?"

Brutus was working the console.

"It left an energy signature, Minius." He looked up at the Captain, disbelief painted on his face. "I think it flew away. The energy signature has a definite vector."

"What do you mean, Brutus?"

"I mean it... left."

"But it were not near the jumphole."

Brutus scratched his head.

"Maybe it just... flew away that fast?" he said.

"It would have to be traveling faster than light speed," Minius replied. "That's impossible."

"It definitely didn't use the jumphole. It didn't even move that direction. Hold on, there's another energy signature." Brutus worked the console. "That's it. I see how it came into the sector. That's why we didn't see it come in. It didn't use the jumpholes at all. It just... yeah, it came in that fast."

Minius swallowed.

"What do we do about this, Minius?" Brutus asked.

"I don't know." He stayed stuck for a moment, staring at the monitor. Now that the ship was gone, it only showed the depths of space.

Flander scratched at the floor. Minius looked down at the complex movements of the robot's stump arm.

"That... that are a good thought," Minius said. "Yes. We should go back and tell Admiral Stonefist. Power up. Let's get our scrap and head out."

Minius shook his head, still rattled.

"This weirdness are all beyond what I signed up for."
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"Let's run a last round of exercises," Captain Cohrmere said. The faces on his bridge monitor were too professional to groan, but there was a certain cast of exhaustion around everyone's eyes that was unmistakable. "I know it's been a long day," he said, "but we have the Swordheart and Admiral Stonefist with us right now. Let's take advantage of it while we can. It may be weeks before we get another chance. Remember, understanding what's going on with our Wraithfleet is the key to getting back into the combat rotation."

The faces of the other captains of the Wraithfleet stiffened with resolve.

"Admiral, we're ready when you are," Captain Cohrmere said.

"Very well," Admiral Stonefist said. He tapped his console. "For this exercise, you've been split into one of two teams, Blue Team and Red Team. Captain Cohrmere of the ISS Helix will lead Red, and Captain Apine of the ISS Warspire will lead Blue. We'll begin with some light conditioning and then engage in a mock battle."

"Understood, sir," said Captain Cohrmere.

The assignments were made, and they went through some formations to verify comms and ship operations.

"Form up," Admiral Stonefist said. "Your objective is to secure and hold a beacon, designated point Alpha. Coordinates have been sent to your helms. First to hold it for five minutes wins. Virtual weapons mode is engaged."

They formed up into two teams of about twenty ships and began maneuvers. The maneuvers were classic, standard tactics: outrun the opponent to the objective, set up a defensive perimeter. Captain Cohrmere shook his head.

"All right, Red Team, let's arrow for point Alpha. Spread out, line ahead formation, and let's leapfrog, use each other as gravity wells, slingshot around to get some more speed."

The Red Team fleet streamed toward the objective, each ship swerving around the one ahead, using their gravity for a little extra boost.

It quickly became clear the Blue Team was going to reach the objective first. They'd started slightly closer to the beacon, and they'd randomly drawn more of the faster recon ships. Captain Cohrmere's face darkened and his temperature began to rise. They were going to have to assault a defended position.

"Fleet, echelon formation. Prepare for a strafing pass."

Boring. They were doing rookie fleet exercises. There was nothing new to be learned here. Cohrmere's jaw set. They'd perform the standard maneuvers, strafe then find a weak point to exploit, jockey for position and try to force the other team out of formation. They'd done it all three times today already.

They were simply going to win or lose based on the random selections of a console program. Then they would all rejoin the fleet, forget about the exercises, and stay relegated to writing reports.

It was time to stop being careful. Whatever had happened--whatever Admiral Stonefist had seen--they wouldn't get answers by carefully dancing through Stone-Age exercises.

"Null that," he muttered under his breath.

Captain Cohrmere suddenly needed to win. Just one solid, inarguable win. They'd been floating along, doing nothing, contributing nothing, and now, even if it were just a training exercise, he wanted to win again.

"Fleet, belay that order," he said. "Cuneus formation. Destroyers and assault frigates at the front. We're going to drive right through them."

Without a word of protest, the fleet formed a long spearhead shape.

"All engines, ahead full!"

The Red Team fleet leapt forward, aimed like an arrow at the hedgehog formation of the Blue Team. The Blue Team came together, forming a shield wall in front of point Alpha.

"All blasters, target the center of their shield!" Captain Cohrmere cried.

The Red Team fleet drove at the Blue Team shield. The stricken Blue Team ship was quickly marked as destroyed. Captain Cohrmere called out another ship and his fleet focused on that.

They picked through the ships of the Blue Team, wearing a hole through the shield, but the tip of their spear was quickly blunted. One after another, their leading ships were marked as destroyed.

By the time the fleets met, they were both down to half-strength. The tattered Red Team sleeted through the remnant of the Blue Team shield.

"Turn about," Captain Cohrmere said. "Re-form and give them another taste of the blade."

The Red Team fleet drove through again, decimating the Blue Team and losing more ships. By the time the second pass was complete, the Blue Team had five ships remaining, but Cohrmere's Red Team only had three.

Captain Cohrmere gritted his teeth. We have to win. To get back some sense of normalcy. To prove they still could. To prove that they weren't really dead.

To be a Captain of the Imperial Navy again.

"Red Team, scatter!" he cried into the comms. "Draw them away from the point Alpha!"

Two ships of the Blue team peeled away from the objective. The Red Team quickly wheeled and hammered them with all guns. The two ships soon showed as destroyed.

Captain Cohrmere's face broke out in a determined grin.

"Now we're three against three," he said. "We've come this far, and we can take the objective!"

"Cease exercise!" Admiral Stonefist's face appeared on the bridge monitor, fierce, angry. A mulish response welled up in Captain Cohrmere's chest. They were so close. They had to win!

"All ships cease exercise and stand down!" Admiral Stonefist bellowed. The note of absolute fury finally pierced Captain Cohrmere's consciousness.

He shook his head. What had he been doing? He'd never disobeyed a direct order before. And for a training exercise, at that.

"Red Team, standing down," he said. Reluctance still tugged at his voice. "All ships, cease operations."

There was silence on the comms for a few seconds. Then another reluctant voice came over the comms.

"Blue Team, standing down."

Admiral Stonefist's face still showed on the bridge monitor, brick-red with fury.

"Captains Cohrmere and Apine, I want you both in my office right now," he said with a hiss of barely contained rage.


ONE HUNDRED FOURTEEN
DECOMMISSION


Captain Cohrmere and Captain Apine sat in Admiral Stonefist's office like two schoolboys who'd been caught cutting class. Admiral Stonefist paced back and forth in front of them in a frenzy of anger. His Assistant, Kinnit, sat at her desk looking sick.

"So. Would one of you like to explain to me just what happened out there?"

Apine and Cohrmere looked at each other.

Captain Cohrmere cleared his throat.

"Um. We were engaging in a training exercise, sir?" he said meekly. Admiral Stonefist stiffened and stared pure fury at him. He cast his mind back, trying to think of anything that could have made the Admiral so angry. "Perhaps we got a little... aggressive with the exercise?"

Admiral Stonefist visibly struggled to keep a lid on his temper.

"Sir," Kinnit said quietly. "I don't think they know."

"Don't know?" he exploded. He clenched his teeth and balled his hands into fists. "How many resets do you remember?"

Apine and Cohrmere shared a look, mystified.

"Reset, sir?" Apine ventured.

"Seventeen times!" Admiral Stonefist barked. "Seventeen times you idiots reset, or rolled back, or whatever it is you do!"

"I don't understand, sir," said Captain Cohrmere.

"Just like the formation exercises! You... reset, or jumped back somehow!"

"I'm sorry, sir, I don't remember," Captain Cohrmere said. "Were you able to get any useful data? If we could study the phenomenon, perhaps we could--"

Admiral Stonefist leveled a finger at Captain Apine, who shrank back. "Captain, you disobeyed a direct order to disengage. Five times!"

Apine gaped.

"Sir... sir, I would never..."

"You would and you did!"

Captain Cohrmere felt the need to step in.

"Admiral, I'm sure it's just a misunderstanding--"

"And you!" Grimthorn yelled. "You went weapons hot during a training exercise! Twice! Four ships were destroyed!"

A sick feeling crept over Captain Cohrmere.

"I... did I? I... couldn't have..." He looked over at Kinnit. She gave him a sad little nod.

"The only reason I don't court-martial you both are these, these resets. There's no evidence. But clearly you two are unreliable. The Wraithfleet can't be trusted."

Cohrmere tried to swallow, his mouth dry.

"I... I'm so sorry... Admiral, I, I don't remember any of--"

"And that's the problem," Admiral Stonefist fired back. "The outcome could have been far worse if we hadn't had these 'resets.' The fact that you don't even know that it all happened is absolutely unconscionable."

A sense of dread washed over Captain Cohrmere.

"I'm decommissioning the Wraithfleet," Admiral Stonefist said, his face stony. "You will no longer travel with the Ninth, nor participate in operations."

Captain Cohrmere bolted to his feet.

"Sir! That's--" Admiral Stonefist glared at him. His mouth locked open as he searched for words to say, to undo the Admiral's order, to reassure him somehow. To avoid this, the worst of all possible outcomes.

But how could he reassure the Admiral when he couldn't even remember what had happened?

[image: ]


The Ministers boiled into the Imperial Council Chamber in a flurry of activity. They were in a panic, talking over each other.

"We waited too long!" Minister Albrem moaned. "We waited too long!"

"He said he'd wait another week!" said Minister Albrem.

"At a minimum, we needed time to sort out which species to keep and which to discard!"

"The Imperium is doomed!" Minister Parsa cried.

"Aster, what are we going to do?" Minister Sarden asked.

Minister Aster, his face grim, held up a hand, silencing them. He sat at the Council table and laid out his scanner. The other Ministers clustered around him. One one side of the scanner was the text of an Imperial decree that had been released that morning. On the other, a reporter from the Imperial Clarion was speaking. He turned the volume on.

"...in an uproar this morning over the Emperor's latest decree," she said. "The decree eliminates the status of Subject Species. According to the decree, all Subject Species are now full Imperial citizens. Any collared citizens are instructed to report to their nearest Naval station to file for removal of their collars." The video cut to a scene of a Naval office being mobbed by SS. "Naval officials are asking citizens to be patient, as Cryptographers are limited." The video cut to a massive crowd in the streets. "Celebrations have broken out in Techterra over the news, though some celebrations have escalated to rioting. Officials are asking citizens--"

Minister Aster turned off the scanner. Silence settled over the room.

"Already we see the foolishness of this act," Minister Aster said finally. "This is exactly why we put our plans in place. If we had not been so squeamish about it, this outcome could have been avoided." He pinned Minister Parsa with a glare.

"It's dangerous," Parsa said. "What if we--"

"What if we saved the Imperium?" Minister Aster barked. "We'll activate our plan, then start looking at how we can undo this madness."

"But Aster, we can't undo an Imperial decree," Minister Parsa said.

Minister Aster raised an eyebrow at him.

"Come now, Parsa. You're the Minister of Justice. You should know better than most how... flexible the law can be. This is a catastrophe, but there are ways to blunt the damage of this decree."

Minister Parsa quieted, a worried look on his face. Minister Aster continued.

"But that will only work if the Emperor can no longer interfere. Are we finally in agreement?" Aster gazed at the assembled Council, his eyes flinty. "Shall we initiate the plan? Or should we wait for more madness from the Emperor?"

Slow nods circled the group. Aster glared at Parsa. Parsa, with a look of horror, slowly nodded.

"Very well, then," Minister Aster said, standing. "I'll go and activate it now."

He stood. The rest of the Ministers clustered together.

"Of course, without the Emperor here, we'll need someone to oversee the Council," he said. His gaze swept the Ministers. "As the senior member, I suggest it should be myself. On a temporary basis, of course. Until we can sort out a regular process for managing the Council."

"Of--of course, Aster," said Minister Sarden.

Minister Aster nodded, and with a stiff frown swept out of the Council chamber, leaving the other Ministers muttering in his wake.
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The Emperor blinked his eyes open. He sat up in bed and ran a hand over his face.

His own face still felt strange under his touch, though he was getting used to it. The beard, especially, was strange. It was thick and full, a novelty. He tugged at it a little.

He stood and stretched. He'd scheduled his decree to go out first thing this morning. The Imperium would be in a tizzy already, no doubt, as would the Council. He slid a hand under his pillow and pulled out a slim, elegant blaster. They might try something foolish, but he'd dealt with foolish people before.

He strapped on a holster and slid the blaster into place, nestled under his arm. He put his official robes on over the holster. He'd no doubt need to get into the Council chamber today, to quell the whining of the Ministers, if nothing else.

He sighed. He'd perhaps been a little more antagonistic with them lately than he should have been, but their puffed-up self-importance grated at him so. Nonetheless, after today they could start the process of learning a little humility. Or maybe finding new jobs.

He pulled up his scanner to see the reaction to his decree. The scanner was blank.

"No Comms," said a small error in the corner of the display.

The Emperor frowned, a worm of worry wriggling in his gut. He strode to the door of his chambers and paneled it open.

The door opened to a small but opulent vestibule, but a shimmering shield blocked the door into the antechamber. He touched it, and a staticky zap pushed his hand back.

His frown stiffened.

"Fools," he muttered. "You've upgraded from obstruction to treason."

There was a small stand in the vestibule, and on it a note.

"You will be kept safe here," it read.

The Emperor took a deep breath.

The fate of the Imperium was out of his hands for now.

He turned and began examining the extent of his imprisonment.
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A tone sounded in Admiral Stonefist's office. He and Kinnit lifted their heads from their work.

"Come," Admiral Stonefist said.

The door paneled open and Lieutenant Renning stepped in, saluting.

"Sir, there's a... a situation."

Grimthorn stood.

"Combat?" he said.

"No, sir. It's... we've started getting reports from the planet Brolla, sir. There's been some kind of incident."

Grimthorn frowned.

"What do you mean?"

"Imperial Disaster Management is there, sir. The planet's been... wiped out."

"What? What do you mean 'wiped out?' Like the Krivax homeworld? Did somebody slip another asteroid--"

"No, sir. The planet's fine, but the people... they're gone."

"Gone?"

"Perhaps you should see the reports, sir. It's hard to explain."

"Forward them to me."

Grimthorn pulled up the data on his console. Kinnit came and stood behind him, watching. Grimthorn's expression darkened as he read through the scattered reports.

"There's some video as well, sir."

Grimthorn nodded and pulled it up. Kinnit covered her mouth. Views of abandoned cities swept by, city after city, cold and empty.

"What happened?" Kinnit breathed.

"We don't know, Lieutenant. IDM is still investigating."

More empty cities passed by on the console. Kinnit gripped Admiral Stonefist's sleeve.

"Could this be because of the Feeders the Emperor was talking about?" she asked quietly.

Grimthorn frowned.

"Maybe," he said. "I don't see many signs of damage."

"No, sir," Renning said. "That's why IDM is struggling to figure out what happened."

Grimthorn sat back.

"Keep me apprised. I want to know the very second IDM comes up with anything. Even a theory."

"Yes, sir." Lieutenant Renning saluted and left the office.

Grimthorn and Kinnit watched the silent video for a few more minutes.

"Where did they all go?" Grimthorn muttered. "Brolla's lightly populated, but not that light. Even a pliant population would have had at least a few people that would have fought. And Brollans are far from pliant."

Grimthorn's scanner beeped. He glared at it.

"Who is that?"

"That's our privateer friends," Kinnit said. "With the robot?"

"Right, right. I don't have time to fool with them right now."

"Sir..." Kinnit laid a hand on his shoulder. "I don't think Minius would contact you unless it was important."

Grimthorn's expression soured.

"Fine. We'll get him out of the way so we can focus on Brolla." Grimthorn activated his scanner. "Admiral Stonefist here," he said.

"Ah, Admiral," came a hesitant voice. "This are Captain Minius of the Ocher Dawn. I... I did run across something you should see."

"Go on."

"Ah... I did find a ship I did not recognize. I apologize if you know about it, but... I did get a bad feeling from it."

Grimthorn sighed and gave Kinnit a look.

"By all means, let's see your 'bad feeling,'" he said.

A small, grainy holo popped up over the scanner. A spherical ship, made of bony struts appeared.

"What on earth?" Grimthorn said quietly.

"This did appear in the Alvor sector while we were scrapping, Admiral."

"What sector did it jump in from?" Admiral Stonefist asked.

"I... I do not know. It did not come in through the jumphole."

"What do you mean? How did it get into the sector, then?"

"I don't know. It just... flew in, I think."

"Nonsense," Grimthorn said, but his voice was far from sure. "That's not possible."

"It did leave an energy trail, Admiral. I scanned that for you."

More data appeared on the screen. Admiral Stonefist drew a deep breath in through his nose.

"When did this happen?"

"Yesterday, Admiral."

Grimthorn read through the data.

"It was good you brought this to my attention," he said, absorbing the data. "This is... very useful." Kinnit caught his attention with a little gesture, rubbing her finger and thumb together. "Ah, and we'll send you a bonus for this find."

"I am glad, Admiral, thank you. Uh, all hail the Imperium and such."

"All hail," Admiral Stonefist said absently.

Kinnit tapped Grimthorn's shoulder.

"He's found something useful already," she said quietly. "Should we ask him to look out for our other problem?"

Grimthorn looked thoughtful.

"Probably not," he said. "But we're short on resources that can find these kinds of things." He turned back to the scanner. "Captain Minius, we have something else we'd like you to search for..."


ONE HUNDRED FIFTEEN
PIVOT


Herin Kasra adjusted the dials on his device.

Though he thought Sehren Senn was an idiot, he had to admit that the transmitter was a well-designed piece of equipment.

Senn wouldn't need it. He was busy spending the rest of his life in a tiny cell in a prison on Techterra.

Herin sat in a little lean-to, with the transmitter mounted to a small stand, pointed up at the stars.

Dialing in the coordinates had been easy, but the alignment was more challenging. He'd been working at it for a couple of days now, here from the surface of Pasoria.

Pasoria was perfect for his purposes. It was far away from any other civilized planet, but it was functionally unpopulated. He'd dropped off from a passing freighter and shuttled to the surface.

He didn't know quite who he'd be talking to when he got this thing working, but he'd spent enough time interrogating Senn and going through his notes that he had a rough idea. Not friends, certainly. Not any kind of ally. But a kindred spirit, maybe.

Someone interesting, at least.

In any case, nobody he wanted to give any information to. Not before negotiating, at least.

His rental shuttle rested nearby. It was good enough as a makeshift tent, at least for a few days. He had enough food and water to last comfortably for a month, but he doubted it would take that long.

A steady stream of static emitted from the transmitter. Herin continued making adjustments. Two little yellow lights glowed from it. He'd spent all of his first day getting it from a single red light to a single yellow, and yesterday getting it up to two.

The yellow lights flickered, and a little green one began to glow unsteadily. Herin continued to dial in the transmitter.

If there was one thing Herin Kasra could do, it was focus. So many people lacked focus.

It was why they never accomplished anything.

Now that he had a green light, the adjustments came faster, more easily. The green light steadied and glowed brightly, and a second green began flickering to life.

Over the course of the next couple of hours, he had three green lights shining strong.

Now he was ready. He could find out who was on the other end.

Herin powered down the transmitter and walked back to his shuttle. He had his dinner: a small Navy packed meal. It began heating itself as he zipped it open. In a couple of minutes, steam rose from the bag. He fetched his single spoon and began eating.

It was some kind of pasta in sauce. The taste was not terrible, but it certainly wasn't anything he'd eat for fun.

Herin pondered as he slowly ate. He was powerfully curious, but he knew better than to rush things.

Rushing was how you made mistakes. And whoever was out there, he couldn't afford any mistakes with them.

He smiled as he ate.

"Find your heart's desire." A little more poetic than Herin would have expected from a Cryptographer, but that's what it had said. Whatever it called itself, Oracle or whatever, Herin recognized a Cryptographer when he saw one.

And Cryptographers were never wrong.

His future--the rest of his life, everything he'd ever wanted--lay right outside the shuttle, waiting for him to transmit.

He finished his food, tidied up, and laid back on the simple cot he'd set up in the shuttle. He closed his eyes and snoozed.

Thirty minutes later, his eyes opened. He sat up straight.

It was time.

He sat on his little camp stool in front of the transmitter and dialed in.

"Hello," he said. "It's me."
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Admiral Stonefist and Lieutenant Kinnit sat in their office, going over reports from the fleet. The sounds of quiet clacking from the consoles filled the space.

Grimthorn wrapped up his reports and began going through messages. His brow furrowed, then rose. With wide eyes, he read through the message several times. With his face twisted into an unreadable expression, he looked up at his wife.

"Kinnit, you need to come see this."

"Hmm?" she said absently, still sifting through data on her console.

"Kinnit." Something in his tone made her stop what she was doing. With a worried expression, she made her way over. She began reading the message on his console over his shoulder.

"I, the Emperor of the Imperium, Sovereign of the Stars and protector of the galaxy, do hereby issue this decree:

"The designation of 'Subject Species' in the Imperium is hereby abolished. No longer shall there be division among the citizens of the Imperium. From this day forth, all who dwell under the protection of the Imperium shall be one--full citizens in right, full citizens in privilege, full citizens in duty.

"Let no law, custom, or person contradict this decree.

"The Imperium is one, the citizenry is one. So saith the Emperor. All hail the Imperium."

Kinnit's knees wobbled, and she grabbed Grimthorn's shoulder for support.

"Grimthorn, is this real?" she asked quietly, her voice uneven.

"It's sealed with the Imperial key. All the cryptographic signatures match. It's as real as you're standing here," he said, watching her face closely.

She swayed, her eyes fixed on the message, her face flitting from one expression to another. She gripped a handful of the back of his jacket tightly in one fist.

"We did it," she said, her tears flowing. "Kobolds are citizens. My people are citizens." She turned to Grimthorn. "All the SS are citizens."

He rubbed her back.

"You did it, Kinnit."

"Oh, Grimthorn!" She flung herself into his arms, awkwardly hugging him in his chair, laughing and crying, torrents of conflicting emotions washing through her. "Oh Grimthorn, Grimthorn!"

He held her tight.

"The Imperium is stronger today," he said. He smiled down at her. "Because of you and your people."

She cried and clung to him. He rubbed her back.

"I'm so happy!" she bawled.

He smiled and gathered her up, sitting her in his lap and holding her while the storms of emotion swept through her. She wept, then laughed, then wept again, and Grimthorn held her through it all, steady as a rock.

At last the storm subsided, and she stayed curled up in his arms, content to be held. He kissed her gently on top of her head. She turned her tear-washed face up to him, silently asking for more.

They kissed, long and deep.

"I am glad. For you, and for your people," Grimthorn said as they broke apart.

She sniffed and nodded, not trusting herself to say anything more at the moment. Grimthorn smiled.

"I suppose this is the 'surprise' that the Emperor was talking about when we met him," Grimthorn said. Kinnit's face opened in shock.

"It is! That man!" she cried in mock outrage. "Why didn't he just tell us?"

"Probably had to work through some procedural stuff," Grimthorn said. "I can't imagine it was easy to get everyone on board with his idea."

"I guess," she said, idly toying with one of the buttons on his jacket. She was quiet for a minute. "I bet Dass talked him into this," she said finally.

"Probably. It sounds like the kind of thing he'd do." He smiled at her. "So what do you want to do now?"

Kinnit paused, thinking more.

"I want to tell my people," she said. "I want to go home to Takkar and tell them all."

"I think that's a good idea," he said. "We'll take some leave and go visit them."

Kinnit grabbed Grimthorn around his chest and squeezed him tightly.

"Thank you, Grimthorn."

He chuckled.

"For what?"

"For all this. For believing in me. For helping me." She looked up at him. "For being with me."

He tapped her nose playfully.

"There's no one in the galaxy I'd rather be with. Now, or ever."

She laid her head on his chest and sighed happily.

They didn't manage to get any more work accomplished that day.
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"Minius, are you okay?" Brutus asked.

Captain Minius gave him a tight smile.

"I are fine. Just thinking."

Brutus's large brow crinkled in worry. Flander was busy operating the crane and torch, carving up another wreck in the Alvor sector, stacking scrap to put in their ship later. Brutus was keeping the Dawn close to the husk of the burned out Oryndrax cruiser.

Brutus pursed his lips. Minius should be hopping around the bridge with excitement. They were going to scrap an entire cruiser. If the scans were to be believed, there was still some reactor shielding and a little coolant on board. That would net them a tidy sum on top of the metal they were stripping off the vessel. They'd made more money in the last few weeks than the Ocher Dawn had made in any entire year since Brutus had come on board. With so much money and so much scrap, Minius should be absolutely, insufferably happy.

Instead, Minius was simply staring at his console, distracted.

"What's wrong?" Brutus asked.

Minius broke out of his daze.

"Ah... sorry." He shook his head. "It are this task that the Admiral did lay upon us."

"About this Aberrant? We don't have to do anything about that, Minius. He just said to keep an ear out. If we hear anything, we tell him. If not..." Brutus shrugged. "Are you worried he'll pull our letter of marque if we don't find it?"

Minius's eyes drifted back to his console, his face lost in thought.

"No, no, nothing like that. I just... I did go downplanet during our last scrap sell."

"Sure. And?"

"I thought to dig on this, to keep the Admiral happy. I... did talk to some people. Asking about it. I did hear what this Aberrant have been doing." He turned to Brutus. "I... I think we should pause scrapping and look for this Aberrant the Admiral do want to find."

The bridge went silent. Brutus stared in mute shock. Even Flander stopped working the torch.

"It... it are a strange thought, I know," he said. "But this Aberrant have been guiding the hands of terrible people. Slavers. Pirates. Worse." Minius looked back and forth between Brutus and Flander. "It does say it will advise anyone, but because it guides the worst of Imperium, good people will not go to it anymore. It are only strengthening those who prey. I... I do think it are something we should help the Admiral put a stop to."

Brutus stared at him in long thought.

"I've never heard you talk like this, Minius. What of the scrap in Alvor?"

"That will keep," he said. "This are important. This are bigger than scrap."

"You're letting the Admiral infect you with his ideals, Minius."

"No. No, it are not like that. It are not the Admiral." His eyes looked slightly haunted. "It are the stories. I... I do not want to share a galaxy with such a creature. I do not want my galaxy to be guided to Geina by such a one. If the Imperium can stop it, then I am for helping them."

"We're not warriors, Minius."

"No. But we can search. We just have to tell our Admiral where it are. I know that he can handle the rest."

Brutus stared at Minius for a long time.

"You are the Captain, Minius. If you say we should find this Aberrant, then we will find this Aberrant."

Flander tapped once.

Minius gave him a smile in response, but there was no joy behind it, only worry.


ONE HUNDRED SIXTEEN
CITIZENS


Herin Kasra entered the interrogation room with a box under his arm.

The room was small and soundproof. It was narrow enough that a table stretched across most of its width. A humming stretch of shielding split the room in two.

Herin sat facing the shielding, waiting for Sehren Senn to arrive.

After a few minutes, Senn hobbled in, ushered by a bored-looking guard. Herin checked his scanner to make sure the recorders in the room were disabled. He'd specifically requested it, and Roeder was willing to let Herin interrogate prisoners however he wanted.

Senn shuffled over to the chair, wincing as he dragged his damaged legs along. He was dressed in his orange jumpsuit, with his wrists bound. His face was lean and haggard, and he clearly hadn't shaved in a number of days. He was a far cry from the urbane, well-groomed socialite that he had been in Techterra some months ago.

The guard left, closing the door behind him.

"Why are you here?" Senn asked. "Didn't finish getting your jollies when you arrested me?"

Herin's grin widened.

"Please, sit. I just wanted to talk to you about something I found in your hideout on Brolla."

Senn stayed standing, but his eyes fixed on the package on the table next to Herin's elbow.

"What are you talking about?" Senn said.

Herin patted the box with proprietary air.

"I found a little something that I thought you might recognize." With slow deliberation, Herin opened the box, lifting out the transmitter and setting it on the table.

Senn paled visibly. "What are you going to do with that?" he said.

Herin stroked the transmitter with something like fondness.

"It's not what I'm going to do with it," he said. "It's what I've already done with it."

Senn looked positively ill.

"What did you do?"

Herin's grin stayed fixed, watching Senn's eyes, watching the slow realization dawn.

There were so many delicious ways to hurt someone.

"I've made some new friends," he said slowly, relishing the crumbling of Senn's face. "Hungry friends. You might know them." Herin looked casually at his fingernails. "As it turns out, someone who'll spend the rest of his life in prison is not all that useful to them." Herin fixed Senn with a gleeful stare. "But I am."

Senn spat a vile oath, slamming his hands down on the table.

"You can't take my place!" he shrieked. "I found them! I contacted them! This planet rightfully belongs to me!"

Herin laughed.

"Senn, Senn, you think so small! How would you even rule anything once they're done? One planet? One galaxy? After it's been harvested?" Herin shook his head. "The best of a bad situation is still a bad situation. You lack vision."

"What vision?" Senn bleated, nearly foaming. "You're going to tell me you have some way to control multiple galaxies? Some way to rebuild more quickly after the harvest?"

"No. I'm telling you that this galaxy is irrelevant. One garden among thousands. I will become something greater. I will become one of them."

Senn's face dropped open in horror. Herin's steady, unflinching grin shone back at him.

"You... can't," Senn said hoarsely. "That's not possible. You can't!"

"You can't," Herin corrected him. "I've already made the arrangements."

Senn's face flip-flopped between terror and rage.

"No!" he shrieked, spittle flying from his lips. "You can't take my place! It's mine! Mine! Mine!"

Herin carefully repacked the transmitter and stood.

"This has been fun," Herin said, "but I've got to go. I promised our friends I'd create a distraction, to make their work easier. Safer." He grinned. "I've already sent them the coordinates of the first planet to target."

"What do I care about what deals you've made? You're vile! A cheater! You cheat!"

Herin put on a mocking face of sadness.

"Now that's just hurtful. After all, I've done you a favor."

Senn's eyes rolled wildly.

"What favor?"

"Well, you're serving a life sentence. You might say I'm helping to reduce your sentence." Herin laughed with genuine delight. "I'll be taking a vacation off-planet here in a couple of weeks. Say hello to our friends for me."

Herin Kasra cackled and walked out of the room, the transmitter tucked under his arm.

Senn came unglued.

"Guard! Guard!" he shrieked, his voice cracking.

"I'm coming, hold your shorts," the bored guard said, opening the interrogation door.

"Guard! You have to arrest Herin Kasra! He's bringing aliens to kill us all! He's calling them here to Techterra!"

"Sure, sure. Let's get you to your cell, get you some rest."

Senn snatched the guard by his lapels.

"They'll eat us!" he shrieked, spittle flying into the guard's face. "Don't you get it! They came from another galaxy and Herin stole them and now they'll eat us all!"

There was a loud buzz, then a thump as Senn's body hit the floor. The guard stood over him, stunner in hand.

"Geez, this one's finally snapped." He keyed his radio. "Dispatch, tell the warden Senn's a mental case. He's come unhinged, screaming crazy stuff. Get a psych in here, somebody that can medicate him. We probably want to put him on self-harm watch, too."

"Acknowledged," came the reply.
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"I do not like this," Minius said.

The sector they were in was empty, just like the last three they'd checked out. No red ship, no mysterious Aberrant. Another dead end.

"I did think that last gent was level with me," he said bitterly. "After I paid him a hundred credits, too."

Brutus twisted awkwardly from his console on the bridge to pat Minius's back with a huge hand nearly half the size of Minius's torso.

"It's okay, Captain," he said. "We're making good scrap money. We'll make it up."

"I are not worried about the money," Minius said. "I are worried about this Aberrant. Every story I hear, it gets worse."

Brutus gave Minius a worried stare. It wasn't like Minius to just dismiss lost money.

"They say the Aberrant moves around a lot," Brutus said. "Maybe we're just missing it."

Flander began tapping excitedly on the deck.

"What are it?" Minius asked.

Flander scraped out a complex pattern on the deck and pointed at its console with one of its many arms.

"What energy signature? You mean the Aberrant leaves an energy signature?" Minius peered at the smear of colors of the waterfall plot on the console. He cocked his head. "I'm not seeing it."

Flander pointed at the console again and scraped more patterns on the deck. It pointed at the console more firmly.

"There's... I don't understand, Flander."

The robot clacked a pincer shut and banged it on the deck in frustration. He waved his arms in the air, looking for all the world like an angry sea anemone. He dialed over the display on the console and pointed at one of the jumpholes in the system they were in.

"It are okay," Minius said. "I do believe you. Brutus, set course. Let's see what is through that jumphole. Maybe Flander are the one that can find the Aberrant for us."
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The shuttle touched down on the surface of Takkar, blowing leaves every which way as it settled on the firm turf of Kinnit's home planet. After a brief shutdown sequence, the hatch irised open. Kinnit and Grimthorn stepped out.

Kinnit took a deep breath. The fall air was crisp with a brisk breeze, and smelled of the harvest. She smiled. Fall was her second-favorite season, after spring. It was the last gasp of seasons before winter closed in, sealing them in the cave.

Before the Imperium came, the Kobolds had to hope there had been enough forage and harvest stored to see them through the cold months. If stores ran low, scouting parties would have to go out hunting for food. Most of them never came back. It was a benefit either way; hunting parties that never returned didn't eat, either.

Now, though, with the technology and bounty of the Imperium, there would always be enough to eat.

She closed her eyes and smiled, feeling the cool air brush across her skin, reveling in the feel of the familiar chill snap of fall air. She lifted her face, sniffing the wind.

Grimthorn laid a hand on her shoulder.

"You okay?" he asked.

She nodded.

"I'm just... being home for a moment."

He stepped back and gave her time.

Kinnit spread her arms, feeling the wind, listening to the rustle of it rushing through the millions of trees around them, hearing the distant mating calls of the cat-bears. The bright yellow sun warmed her skin. She opened her eyes. The forest stood tall around them, vibrant greenery filling her view.

She let out a deep, satisfied sigh.

"I'm ready," she said, smiling.

Grimthorn nodded. They walked to the cave entrance and entered.

Her grin widened as they entered the dim, smoky interior. The sounds and smells of her youth flooded her.

"Hi!" she cried, waving one arm high in the air. "I'm back!"

The response in the cave was immediate.

"It's Kinnit! It's Kinnit!" the collected Kobolds cried. They quickly gathered, piling over each other. "Kinnit Longlegs has returned!"

Grimthorn ducked his head to step into the cave as well.

"Grimthornstonefist the Stormfighter! The mighty Grimthornstonefist!"

He gave an awkward wave.

The Clamber formed before them, the pile of Kobold bodies forming a swirling, swarming mass as they climbed over and around one another in their excitement. Kinnit gleefully flung herself into the pile. Grimthorn, used to the Clamber by now, climbed into it more carefully, mindful of his larger mass, making sure not to hurt anyone.

The Kobolds shouted and sang, passing the pair from hand to hand, reacquainting themselves with the heroes. Little hands touched, stroked, felt, and communicated. Kinnit touched back, communicating in the touch-language of the Kobolds, greeting and talking with her people.

Grimthorn, for all his familiarity with Kobold tradition, still rode stiffly through the Clamber as they were thoroughly re-introduced to everyone.

After a while, the Clamber settled. It spread out a little as Kobolds found spots to sit, though every Kobold was still touching at least three others. Grimthorn and Kinnit were carefully set down on the floor.

"I bring news from the Imperium!" Kinnit cried.

The tightly assembled Kobolds chattered excitedly. Electric touch ran through the mass.

"The Emperor has eliminated the status of Subject Species!" she yelled, loud enough to be heard to the far edges of the crowd. "You are all now full citizens of the Imperium!"

The Clamber erupted in cheers, hooting, yips, and song. A group of Kobolds broke off and dashed to the stores to fetch some food.

"A feast! A feast for Kinnit Longlegs and Grimthornstonefist the Stormfighter! We feast!"

The Clamber spread out as the food was distributed. Grimthorn smiled wanly as he was handed a raw haunch of cat-bear. He knew it was a rare honor. He looked at the partially dried meat and put on a brave face.

He would do what he must.

As the celebration continued, the Kobolds chattered excitedly with each other. Kinnit smiled at her people as they discussed autumn, and the cat-bears, and the harvest. Her smile dimmed a little. There was no discussion of her news. She bolstered her smile.

"Aren't you all excited to be citizens now?" she said. The Kobolds cheered briefly, then went back to their discussions. Her face fell a little.

One of the nearby Kobolds, seeing her falling countenance, scooted closer.

"What is 'citizens?'" he asked.

Kinnit started.

"You don't know?"

The Kobold shrugged and took a bite of his food.

"It means we can go anywhere in the Imperium," she said. "It means we can all travel to the stars!"

The Kobolds cheered again, then turned back to their conversations.

"Don't you want to go to the stars?" she asked quietly.

"We do! We have Kinnit Longlegs to go to the stars for us!"

"But..." The food turned to ashes in her mouth as the chatter around her continued. "But you could go." She stared down at the bowl in her hands. "I... I just thought you would all want to be citizens," she said.

One of her neighbors, sensing her mood, spoke up.

"Kinnit Longlegs is happy we are citizens, so we are happy we are citizens!" General assent circled the group. "Hurray for Kinnit Longlegs!"

Kinnit forced a smile onto her face, willing her tears not to fall.

Some of the Kobolds began singing. Songs of Kinnit Longlegs and Grimthornstonefist rang through the cave as the Kobolds celebrated.

Kinnit broke away after a while, leaving Grimthorn to manage their social obligations. She stood in the mouth of the cave, looking at the evening sky. Her eyes shone as she gazed up at the stars she loved so dearly.

A small hand grabbed two of her fingers. She looked down. A very young Kobold was holding on to her, looking at the stars.

"What do they look like up close?" he asked.

"What's that?"

"The stars," he continued. "Are they big? Are they too big to hold? Old Rhody says the stars are too big for me to hold, but that doesn't sound right. They're so tiny."

She scooped him up and held him. They looked at the stars together.

"They only look small because they're so far away," she said. "They're not just too big to hold, they're bigger than anything you've ever seen."

The child's face screwed up in thought.

"Bigger than the cave?"

"Much bigger."

"Bigger than Lookout Rock?"

"Yep. Even bigger than the whole forest."

"So I can't hold one?"

Kinnit smiled and shook her head.

"No. Even if they were small, they'd be too hot. The stars are hotter than Flamefoot. That's why they're so bright."

The child's face opened in wonder as he gazed at the stars.

"Wow." They watched the skies for a few minutes. "I wish you were in the creche," he said finally. "I would come to you every day as my story-mother. You could tell me all about the stars."

Hot tears spilled down Kinnit's face. She squeezed him.

"You're very sweet," she said, once she could control her voice.

The little Kobold reached up to the sky.

"I want to see them," he said. "When I grow up, I want to go see the stars." He yawned hugely and snuggled deeper into her arms.

She looked affectionately at the child in her arms. His eyes were drifting closed.

"You can," she said softly, holding him tightly. "You can."


ONE HUNDRED SEVENTEEN
THE LAW


The Emperor folded his arms and glared at the vestibule.

He'd paneled open the door, and now he was waiting. The routine had already been set. In the morning, the shielding would shift. The shield would come up between the door from the vestibule to his bedroom, and it would come down between the vestibule and the hallway outside. One of the Ministers would enter, leave some food, and collect whatever leavings the Emperor put out there. Then the shielding would switch back, letting him enter the vestibule again.

Kind of an airlock, but for an Emperor.

A small camera in the vestibule watched him impassively. Clearly they wanted to make sure he wasn't in the vestibule before they switched the shielding.

Today he watched as the door to the hallway paneled open. Minister Sarden scuttled in, tray in hand. He flinched when he saw the Emperor staring at him.

"Your breakfast, Your Imperial Majesty," he said, setting the tray on the table.

"You would not free your Emperor, Sarden?" the Emperor asked.

Sarden shrank in on himself.

"We are not to speak with you, Your Imperial Majesty," Sarden said.

"Who has so ordered?"

"Minister Aster."

"And do the orders of Minister Aster override the orders of your Emperor?"

Minister Sarden looked stricken.

"I--I'm sorry, Your Imperial Majesty. I can do nothing else. You are to be kept safe. The galaxy is dangerous." Sarden nodded, as though trying to convince himself of something. "You will be safe from the galaxy in here." He would not raise his eyes to meet the Emperor's.

"Do you believe that?"

Minister Sarden didn't respond. He only bowed nervously, and scuttled out the door. After a minute, the shielding switched, allowing him into the vestibule.

The Emperor scoffed.

"Fools and cowards all." He fetched his food, glaring at the small camera. He retreated to his bedroom.

Fortunately, they hadn't been able to put a camera in the bedroom proper, so he had that small amount of privacy, at least. He ate his food and contemplated.

He had to admit, he hadn't expected this. He'd expected an assassination attempt, perhaps, though he'd doubted even Aster would have the stomach for it. He'd thought it more likely he'd face a flurry of legal delays or foot-dragging or excuses. The concept of imprisonment hadn't even entered his mind.

Well, he'd just have to escape.

His room was opulent, but it was all ornamentation over multiple layers of steel walls. Dense concrete filled the gaps between the layers. Sensors were embedded throughout, to detect if anyone tried to cut their way in. Any attempt to go through the wall would be instantly noticed.

He gave a wry smile. Barriers to assassins without were also barriers to the Emperor within.

The first thing he'd checked had been his secret escape route. He'd had it built into his bedroom, through a secret door hidden behind a tapestry. But his escape route was also shielded off.

That was annoying. Apparently it wasn't as secret as he'd thought. After all this was over, he'd have a sharp word with some folks about proper infosec.

The Cryptographers could theoretically help him, but there was no telling how long it would take them to notice he was missing. They didn't naturally understand things like schedules or diurnal cycles. They'd probably just carry on with whatever it was they did, waiting for him to get back to his throne room.

The worst part of it all, he decided, was the boredom. There were only a few books in his room. His scanner was blocked from accessing anything.

All that was left for him was to stare at his bedroom walls and continue planning his escape.
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Grimthorn and Kinnit sat in the mess hall after hours, sharing coffee. The mess was dim, with only a few lights on.

Kinnit was quiet, mostly. She'd been in a pensive mood ever since they'd come back from Takkar. He looked at her with concern. He wished he could ease her disappointment. Her people had been... appreciative of their citizenship, but for them it was not a life-changing event, like it had been for Kinnit. He wished they could have been more excited, for her sake.

She sighed, staring into the darkness of the mess hall.

"What's on your mind?" he asked.

"Oh, just... things," she answered, her gaze still unfocused.

"Anything you want to talk about?"

"Mmm. Maybe later."

He nodded and patted her hand.

"I'm here whenever you're ready."

She smiled absently. "I know," she said.

They sat in silence for a while, enjoying each other's presence.

"Grimthorn?"

"Mmhmm?" he answered, taking a long sip of his coffee.

"Do you think we could have babies?"

He coughed, spraying coffee up out of his mug. He set his mug down, staring at her in shock.

She laughed at his expression and grabbed a handful of napkins from the dispenser. She handed him half and started wiping coffee off of his jacket.

After a moment of stunned silence, he took the napkins and wiped at the coffee that covered his face.

"Um... Um... I hadn't thought about it," he said.

"But could we?"

"Uh..." His eyes were wide, and his brain had short-circuited. "Uh. Probably? Most species are, uh, compatible enough. We could go to med, ask them to do a check. Um."

She smiled and sat back down, fixing her eyes on the distance again.

"Wouldn't it be nice?" she said. "Our own baby?"

"Nice?" He tried to think through it, to give her a meaningful answer, but his thought process was locked up hard. "Uh. Nice, yes."

They fell back into silence. Grimthorn's brow was wrinkled in concern as he lined up a whole new slate of worries to fret over. Kinnit rested her chin on her hand and stared into the darkness, a small, gentle smile resting on her face.
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The Imperial Council sat around the table. The seat at the head of the table was conspicuously empty.

"Let us begin," said Minister Aster. He seated himself, and the assembled Ministers began going through updates for their respective areas of authority.

Even though it had only been a couple of sessions, they were already getting into a routine. They would all come in, bow to the empty seat at the head of the table, and in unison, loudly wish the Emperor long life and good health. Ceremony and routine were built into them like swimming was to a fish.

After the requisite updates, Minister Aster cleared his throat meaningfully. He speared Minister Parsa, the Minister of Justice, with a pointed look.

"What progress have we made on undoing this last mad mandate of the Emperor?" he said.

Parsa cleared his throat and fixed his eyes on his scanner.

"W-well, it's difficult. It would be easier if the decree had not specifically mentioned the designation of 'Subject Species.'" Aster's glare intensified, and Parsa made himself busy with his scanner. "However, there may be a solution. It would be... inelegant."

"Elegance does not concern me," Aster said. "Only the safety of the Imperium."

Parsa nodded and cleared his throat again.

"There is a wording in old Imperium law." He swallowed. "Very old. From the very earliest days of the Imperium."

"Laws are still laws, no matter how old."

"The wording of the old laws talk about the citizenry. It talks about, uh, the humans of the Imperium."

Minister Aster sat back, thoughtful.

"Go on."

Minister Parsa swallowed heavily.

"Given the vagaries of Old Imperial, it's hard to be sure, but if you could make the argument that 'humans' really means 'Terrans,' it could be interpreted that only Terrans can rightfully be citizens of the Imperium."

The Council sat silently, watching Aster closely.

"Only Terrans?" he said finally. "It does neatly step around the designation of 'Subject Species.' It's a larger sweep than I intended, but it is true that only Terrans built the Imperium. We are the ones who have explored the galaxy. We are the ones who have nurtured and grown all species, cultivating the government to reach this pinnacle, the Imperial Council." He steepled his fingers and leaned forward. He stared over his fingers at Parsa. "This is a fruitful avenue of research. Please, Minister Parsa, continue down this road. For the good of the Imperium. All hail the Imperium!"

"All hail," the Council replied unenthusiastically.
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"A report has come in from Brolla," Grimthorn said. Kinnit perked up. She got up from her desk and came over to Grimthorn's console.

He scanned the document, with Kinnit reading over his shoulder. Technically it was a violation of security protocol for her to be reading his messages directly, but he was just going to tell her everything anyway. It saved time and miscommunication all around.

The report was dense, filling the console with data.

"It was an attack," Grimthorn said. "A fleet of tiny ships, no bigger than a shuttle." He nodded as he read. "They swept across the planet like locusts."

"Could they be the Feeders the Emperor was talking about?"

"Probably," Admiral Stonefist replied.

"They have some footage from security cameras," Kinnit said. "Let's see what we're facing."

Images of little gray-green ships filled the console. Hundreds of thousands of ships, sweeping by in ordered rows, with red sparks and crackles of energy zapping the surface. It soon became clear that the red streaks were taking people.

The particular video they were watching showed masses of people trying to escape, vehicles clogging the roadway, plowing past each other in a panic. Some pedestrians ran screaming, only to be taken by the red crackles.

Kinnit put her hand over her mouth.

"That's awful," she said.

"Look at that," Grimthorn said, pointing at a corner of the video.

In the distance, a defensive blaster cannon was firing. Most of the blaster shots were missing the little ships, sending its bolts harmlessly into the sky.

"Who trained that idiot?" Grimthorn snarled at the video. "You have to lead your targets! Lead them! Hit something!"

Finally a bolt hit one of the little ships. It flipped and spun like a coin. It stabilized, and got back in formation, with no apparent damage.

"They're tough," Kinnit noted.

"We're going to need big guns," Grimthorn said. "Really big guns."

The video played out. The swarm swept by, and the city in the video was left dead and still, a fog of ash swirling through the empty streets.

Grimthorn turned off the video.

"We have to stop them," he said.

Kinnit laid a hand on his shoulder.

"The Emperor said we need to deal with the Aberrant first," she said softly.

"Did he know about this, though?" Grimthorn pounded his desk with a fist. "Too many enemies, not enough time." He frowned. "Let's keep reading," he said shortly.

The pair scanned through the report.

"They found someone alive," Kinnit said.

"A few someones," Grimthorn responded. "Looks like a few hundred folks survived the attack."

"Only a few hundred? Out of the whole planet?"

Grimthorn nodded grimly. "Not many. Here's the report on the fellow that contacted the relay station." He scanned through and tensed. "He was working for the Aberrant."

"Any leads?"

"They interrogated him thoroughly." Grimthorn read as quickly as he could. Then he shook his head. "Nothing. We got some places the Aberrant had been, but no idea where it's going. InfoSec's already analyzed the information this fellow gave us. The Aberrant's ship jumps from sector to sector frequently. There's no rhyme or reason, as far as they could tell."

"What about the survivor?"

"He's broken. Poor guy. Imagine coming back home from something like the Aberrant and everyone's just... gone. Now he's wandering a dead planet."

"They just left him there?" she asked, aghast.

Grimthorn peered at the console.

"That's what he wanted, apparently. They offered him transport off-planet, but he turned them down. To 'witness the dead' he said." Grimthorn shrugged. "Who knows why? Maybe it will bring him closure."

Kinnit's face softened with sadness.

"I hope so."


ONE HUNDRED EIGHTEEN
TRACKING


Hala Osira was desperately wishing she had known more about this assignment before she'd signed up for it.

Six months, she thought. I can make it for six months.

The chances of promotion, if she could finish this six-month stint, were high. Even with only a year as a Lieutenant under her belt, she could be looking at making Lieutenant Commander. Then it was only one step from that to Commander, then to Captain.

The hallway she walked down was tall yet narrow, with lofty, elegant stonework. Her shoes clacked on the glossy marble flooring as she reluctantly marched to the Cryptographer's Chamber. Though the hallway was spotless and well-lit, everything was gray, and felt gloomy.

The duty had sounded so easy, when she'd signed up for it. Help manage the Cryptographers. Carry messages for them. Run errands for them. They were a terror to be around, they were creepy, but Osira felt that she could deal with a little terror to accelerate her career.

She should have thought a lot harder about why the Imperium had to offer such a rank bump for a six-month stint. And why nobody was allowed to do two stints in a row.

The thorough psych eval before she'd been accepted had been another red flag she'd ignored.

She took a deep breath as she reached the door to the Chamber. She pulled out a large brass key and slid it into the lock. It turned with a satisfying "chunk!" and the tall doors opened.

She blocked the doors open, took a deep breath, and walked in.

The Chamber was vast and round, with lofty cathedral ceilings and ornate stonework throughout. A circular medallion design dominated the floor, with thirteen circles spaced evenly around it. During the meeting, each Cryptographer would stand in one of the circles while they communicated.

Osira tidied the Chamber, setting things to rights. Not that there was much to do. She moved briskly, with firm determination. If she got done quickly, maybe the Cryptographers would get done quickly.

An oppressive air settled over her, thick and claustrophobic. She felt as if her lungs were compressed, as though she were struggling to breathe. Chains of terror wrapped around her, squeezing her chest. Her eyes widened.

I can breathe, she told herself. She tried to force her lungs to operate like normal. Nothing is keeping me from breathing normally.

And yet, she felt as though she were four fathoms underwater, with the surface far above, beyond sight or hope. She looked at the door.

A lone Cryptographer stood there, staring at her impassively. The Cryptographers had no facial expressions--none that anybody had ever been able to figure out--but she nonetheless felt that it somehow had an expression of... disappointment.

It turned from her and silently took its place in one of the circles.

Another Cryptographer arrived, and another, each one ratcheting up the terror that filled her. She was supposed to stand alert while the Cryptographers met, but the best she could manage was to stay squeezed against the wall of the chamber, quivering.

Thirteen Cryptographers took their places, then they began conversing. Horrible clicking and chittering filled the chamber. Lieutenant Osira keened in terror, unable to stop herself. Her involuntary moaning didn't seem to bother the Cryptographers any.

She didn't know how long they discoursed. Time held no meaning this close to them. She shakily forced each lungful of air into herself, and let it out again, her body having forgotten how to do it automatically.

At last, at long last, the Cryptographers fell silent. They filed silently out of the room, all but one, which turned to her.

"The... Remnant... has... been... selected," it said. "We... have... agreed. The... Solution... has... failed."

With fingers nearly too numb to operate, Osira pulled out her notepad, writing the words down in shaky letters.

"Tell... Admiral... Stonefist... we... are... sorry."

It turned and left without further word.
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"Any response yet?" Kinnit asked.

Grimthorn shook his head. "Nothing. I sent a request for prioritization of the Feeder problem, but it's been three days. No response from the Emperor."

"I suppose he does have an entire galaxy to run," Kinnit said. "But I thought he'd prioritize this." Her brow creased in worry. "What do we do?"

"We can't wait any longer. We carry out the last standing orders," Admiral Stonefist said. "Captain Minius said he thinks he can help us find the Aberrant."

"He said Flander can help us find the Aberrant."

Grimthorn's mouth pinched tight.

"Right. I don't know that I believe that much more than the other. In any case, it's the only lead we have. We'll leave the fleet on standby and go chase the Aberrant down. I hate to leave the Feeders, but... I don't know there's much else we can do with them anyway right now. The Infographers are working on the energy signatures and vectors Minius provided, but all our movement calculations are based around jumpholes. Even with narrow energy signatures, it's hard to tell where they could be going if they don't have to use jumpholes. They could be coming from anywhere in the galaxy. If Minius is right, and they can just... jump without jumpholes, it's going to be extremely difficult to find them."

Kinnit nodded.

"The Aberrant, then," she said. "Minius said he's been following their ship for a couple of days. Their ship's scanner is not very good, which is making it difficult for them."

"Let's rendezvous with him," Grimthorn said. "Maybe we can stream our scans to their ship, give them a little more to work with."
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It took nearly a day for the Swordheart to contact and get into the same sector with the Ocher Dawn. Once they'd successfully met up, Admiral Stonefist took the bridge with Kinnit at his elbow and contacted Captain Minius.

"Admiral Stonefist here," he said. "Captain, do you read me?"

"I do," said Minius.

"We're prepared to begin transmitting our scan data to your ship."

"Ah... it are going to be a minute," Minius said nervously. "Brutus are fixing the data receiver. We have not often used it."

Grimthorn nodded, trying not to let his exasperation show. The Swordheart waited behind Minius's crew patching his ship back together.

Kinnit piped up while they waited.

"Tell Flander I said hi!" she called to Minius.

"Oh, he are right here," Minius said. Flander leaned into view and waved a pincer at her.

"I like Flander," she said quietly to Grimthorn.

"You would," he said with affectionate exasperation.

The minutes stretched out.

"Have you considered a new ship, Captain?" Grimthorn asked finally.

"A new ship? What are wrong with the Ocher Dawn?"

Grimthorn bit back an unkind reply, and struggled to find something productive to say.

"Besides," Minius said, oblivious to Grimthorn's struggle, "a new ship are far too expensive. The Dawn does have a great deal of room for our scrap. A new ship with this much room would be..." Minius stared at the ceiling and whistled. "Far too expensive for our kind. We are no Navy, that can simply fetch a new ship."

"I... see," said Grimthorn finally. "I just want to point out that it's a concern that our privateer might disintegrate without warning. What about repairing your ship?"

"Oh, we are repairing the Dawn!" Minius said brightly. "Well, we will. Here soon."

Grimthorn reviewed the scans of the Dawn.

"Captain, if I can give you some unsolicited advice, please prioritize repairs. Your frame has metal fatigue throughout. The beams supporting your, uh, unique engine array are especially stressed. The girder holding them in place is buckling. The uneven load from your mix of engines is causing increased wear on these structures."

"Oh, that are good advice, thank you Admiral. We'll start there, just as soon as we get to it."

The bridge fell silent again. Grimthorn refrained from making any more observations about the Ocher Dawn. Captain Minius didn't seem to grasp the seriousness of his ship's condition. Grimthorn wasn't sure if he was an idiot, or just idiotically optimistic.

"Ah, fixed!" Minius said. "One moment, and we can receive your data!"

Grimthorn let out a little sigh of relief.

"Go ahead, Admiral," Minius said.

Grimthorn nodded to Lieutenant Renning, who began streaming the scan data.

"If Flander can tell us what he's looking for, our Infographers can set up an algorithm to scan for the anomalies he's detecting."

"Ah, of course," Minius said. "Ah... would we still be eligible for the finder's bonus?"

"Of course. You have my word," Admiral Stonefist said.

Minius turned aside and consulted with the robot. Muted snippets of conversation floated back to the Swordheart's bridge, accompanied by tapping and scraping sounds.

"...what do you mean you can't? What about their scans?" Minius could be heard to hiss quietly. He muttered to Flander some more, then his voice got louder again. "What are a 'vibe?' You tell them! We do not have to be the ones to find--oh, all right!" Captain Minius came back into view of the bridge monitor and cleared his throat. "Ah, Flander does say that it would be complicated to describe. I have not yet understood what he sees in the scans."

Grimthorn's jaw clenched.

"So we're chasing across the galaxy following the delusions of a psychotic robot," he said quietly to Kinnit. "This is certainly a novel use of Navy time and resources."

Kinnit laid a hand on his arm.

"This is the only lead we have, sir."

Grimthorn nodded tightly.

"Very well. I suppose you're right. I don't have to like it, though." He spoke up. "Lieutenant Renning, once we have a vector and a jumphole, forward all that information to the Infographers. Perhaps they can parse some meaning out of the scans that will help us understand what the robot is seeing."

"Yes, sir."

A flurry of tapping and scraping sounds came through the bridge monitor.

"Flander says he have found the trail," Minius said, his voice tight with excitement. "It are leading to the spinward jumphole."

"Acknowledged," Grimthorn replied. "Let's see where this bloodhound leads."
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The Swordheart followed the Ocher Dawn for several days, tracking Flander's observations of the scan data. Admiral Stonefist's patience with the whole process dwindled with each passing hour.

"What are we even doing here?" he muttered as he stood in the captain's dais on the bridge for the third day in a row. "We should be finding these Feeders, not chasing ghosts."

"Just a little longer, sir," Kinnit said.

"How much longer do we do this? The Infographers have found no rhyme or reason to the jumpholes the robot selects. Worse, there's absolutely no correlation between the scan data and the jumpholes."

"I'm certain he knows what he's doing, sir," Kinnit said.

"I'm certain it's just crazy." Grimthorn sighed. "At least it hasn't killed our privateer Captain. Yet."

"He wouldn't, sir. He's very sweet."

Grimthorn's mouth twisted in frustration.

"Later, I'm going to forward you some reports to review. Along with some security footage. You really don't understand how deadly these robots can be."

"They're only dangerous if their programming goes off, right?" she rejoined. "Maybe Flander's found a way to fix his programming."

"It would be the first. No robot has ever 'fixed' themselves."

"Firsts happen. I know some things about being the first," Kinnit said with a small smile.

"You're different," Grimthorn said. "That thing's a threat."

"Am I different? How much damage could I do if I went rogue?"

Grimthorn opened his mouth to retort, but nothing came out.

"The question's moot," Grimthorn said. "You wouldn't go rogue."

"And neither would Flander."

Grimthorn drew in a slow breath through his nostrils. It was time for him to drop the subject before he said something he'd regret later.

Sudden tapping sounds came through the bridge monitor. At the same time, Lieutenant Renning's console started beeping.

"Scans coming up with a ship, sir," Renning said. "In the next sector over. Looks like a civilian long-hauler."

Minius popped up on the bridge monitor.

"Flander does say he have found them," Minius said.


ONE HUNDRED NINETEEN
HIDE AND SEEK


"All hands, prepare for combat," Admiral Stonefist said. "Warm up the blasters. Once we verify that the Aberrant is on board, we'll shatter the whole ship. Cryptographers may be tough, but we'll see if they're tough enough to eat a torpedo."

"Ah, Admiral..." Minius said hesitantly.

"What?" Admiral Stonefist's annoyance was clear.

"Ah... the stories I did hear... they say the Oracle does keep prisoners on its ship."

"There are the assistants, as well," Kinnit said. "Remember that Brollan, Elias? They're not necessarily bad."

Grimthorn frowned.

"We may have to board them, then. But let's not get ahead of ourselves. Let's get in the sector and take a look. We'll figure out a plan of attack from there. Lieutenant Renning, prepare to deep-scan as soon as we're out of jumpspace. Lieutenant Phet, take us in."

The Swordheart arced to the nearby jumphole and tipped in, closely followed by the Ocher Dawn.

They popped out into the Lantern Field sector. A dim, reddish star squatted nearby, shedding its faint light on a long, red vessel. Lieutenant Renning almost immediately piped up.

"Modified long-hauler in this sector, Admiral!"

"All guns, target that ship. Keep scanning, and get me comms with them."

Long seconds ticked by. The Ocher Dawn emerged from jumpspace and huddled behind the Swordheart.

"No other data of interest from scans," Lieutenant Renning called. "I've verified that the long-hauler has life-forms on board. Seems like a typical ship. No unusual readings."

"No response to our comms from the ship, Admiral," said the comms officer.

"Give me visual. And comms to Captain Minius."

Minius's face popped up on the main bridge screen.

"Flander do say that this are the ship, Admiral," Minius said breathlessly. "It are where the Oracle are."

The visual of the ship appeared. It was long and heavy, a wallower, like all long-haulers. It had been painted bright red.

"Attention, unidentified vessel in this sector," Grimthorn said into his comms panel, "This is Admiral Stonefist of the Ninth Fleet. Identify yourself, or you will be boarded."

A minute ticked by. Admiral Stonefist snorted.

"All right. No response. Contact Sergeant Mentel, have him get his men and a few shuttles ready."

"What's the plan, sir?" asked Kinnit.

"Board the ship, arrest everyone. We'll sort out who's who later. I want the whole thing cleared out. Then we'll deal with the Aberrant."

"Sir, what if the Aberrant is hiding?" Kinnit asked.

Grimthorn sighed.

"We'll deal with that when we get to that point. If we get to that point. Besides, it's a seven-foot tall Cryptographer. Where's it going to hide, in the silverware drawer?"

"Should we send Flander along with the Marines?" Kinnit asked.

Grimthorn recoiled a little.

"Put a killing machine like that on a boarding shuttle? That's a recipe for disaster. We won't need scanning once we board. If this is the Aberrant's ship, whatever it is, the robot's tracking won't help us any."

"Yes, sir." Kinnit said uncertainly.

The minutes unfolded with agonizing slowness. Finally Sergeant Mentel commed in.

"Admiral, we are ready to depart. What's the mission?"

"Clean the ship out. Arrests only, unless they initiate hostilities. Minimize casualties. If you run across something that looks like a Cryptographer, pull back and report."

"Acknowledged, sir."

"Sergeant... be careful. Keep your guard up. There could be some mighty strange things going on in there."

"Understood, Admiral. We will be watchful."

The captain's console beeped, showing three Marine shuttles leaving the Swordheart. They looked like tiny specks against the vast carpet of stars on the bridge monitor.

The shuttles spread out, the faint light of the red star reflecting dully off their matte green surfaces. They carefully maneuvered themselves to attach to the long hauler, securing themselves to various standard weak points of the vessel. From experience, Grimthorn knew that the Marine shuttles would grip the surface and cut through the hull of the long-hauler, allowing the Marines to storm in.

If they were wrong about this being the Aberrant's ship, it would result in a formal apology, and require the Navy to cover a nasty repair bill. But the ugly premonition Grimthorn got as he looked at the ship made him certain they weren't wrong.

Sergeant Mentel's voice came in over the comms, filling the bridge.

"Contact, Admiral!" His comms stayed open, playing the sound of his heavy breathing as his Marines swept the ship. "You!" he cried. "On the ground! Down! Good. Private Rhys, zip him up. Squad, eyes right! More tangos! Get 'em down. Down!"

There was the sound of a scuffle and more shouted commands. After a few minutes of crowded comms chatter, Sergeant Mentel addressed the Swordheart.

"Admiral, we're going to start sending captives back to you now."

"How's the resistance?"

"Not very resistant, sir. They're mostly compliant. Very quiet. They look spooked."

"Any sign of the Aberrant?" Admiral Stonefist asked. "Anything like the oppressive feel of a Cryptographer?"

"No, sir." A pause. "Not exactly. It... something doesn't feel right, for sure. And I'm getting a mother of a headache. But scanners show the air's clear of toxins and pollutants."

Grimthorn frowned with concern.

"Very well. Carry on. Report any findings immediately."

The shuttles began a rotation, carrying prisoners back to the Swordheart.

"Ah, sir?" Mentel's voice came back on the line.

"Go ahead, Sergeant."

"We, uh, found the Aberrant's prisoners, sir." Eerie moaning could be heard in the background. "These will need special handling, sir. They're, uh... not okay."

"What resources do you need?"

"Full-body restraints, Admiral. At least two dozen. I don't want to hurt them, but I think they'll hurt themselves, if we let them."

"Acknowledged. Lieutenant Renning, contact med, get those restraints to the docking bay. We'll send them out with the next shuttle rotation. And have med on standby. Depending on how rowdy they get, we may have to treat them in the prison block."

"Yes, sir," Lieutenant Renning said.

The steady traffic between the Swordheart and the red ship continued. Long minutes ticked by.

At long last Sergeant Mentel's voice came back over the comms.

"All clear, sir. We're doing a final sweep of the ship, but I'm pretty sure we got everybody."

"No Aberrant?"

"Not that we found, Admiral."

"Hm. Any intel? Is there any evidence that this was the Aberrant's ship?"

There was a pause.

"I don't know exactly what a rogue Cryptographer's ship should look like, sir, but if I had to guess, it would have extremely creepy weirdness all over. This ship definitely fits the bill."

"Acknowledged. Pull the black box and all data from the ship's Data Archive, we'll get the Infographers working on it."

Grimthorn was distracted by another part of the bridge monitor. Captain Minius was waving to get his attention.

Ah, right. He'd muted comms with Minius during the operation. He turned the audio back on.

"What is it Captain?" he said.

"I apologize, Admiral, I did not mean to eavesdrop, but I did hear that your Marines have not found the Oracle."

"Correct. It probably fled the ship when they detected us on their trail."

Minius looked uncomfortably off-screen. Faint taps could be heard.

"Ah, well, Flander does say that the Oracle are definitely on board that vessel. Right now."

"Captain, I understand your concern, but I assure you that the Marines are exceptionally thorough. They could not possibly miss a seven-foot-tall rogue Cryptographer."

"Ah... it are not a concern, Admiral." He looked extremely uncomfortable. "I do not mean it to be an offense to your Marines. It are not a concern, as such. It are a fact. Flander do say so."

Admiral Stonefist raised an eyebrow.

"Your robot says so."

"I have not ever known him to be wrong. When it mattered, I mean."

"We'll have them thoroughly sweep the ship again, just to be sure."

Captain Minius nodded uncertainly.

"Thank you, Admiral," Minius said.
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The Emperor wandered into the vestibule. It was the time of the day they'd left it open for him. He could put anything there that he wanted taken away.

He looked around the room. It had a small table and two ornate chairs. The small stand in the corner, where one of the Ministers would sometimes leave little notes. He ran his hand along the intricate wainscoting. He looked up at the corner of the room. The lens of the little video camera glinted at him. He smiled at it.

He came in here to read sometimes, just for a change of scenery. His bedroom was dreadfully dull. As small and tedious as the vestibule was, it was at least something different to look at. He'd experimented with simply staying in the vestibule when they normally brought the meals. As it turned out, they simply wouldn't enter until they could see that he'd left. Since his little discussion with Sarden, they wouldn't even enter if he were in his bedroom with the door open.

Someone clearly didn't want anybody to hear what he had to say.

From a prison standpoint, it all made sense. Emperor exits the vestibule, then they switch the shielding from the outer door to the inner door. Ministers could enter from outside, leave food and notes, and take away any garbage the Emperor had left. Ministers exit the vestibule; they'd switch the shielding from the inner door back to the outer, then the Emperor could enter the vestibule again.

The Emperor grinned. It was an effective little airlock system, except that it was designed for the Emperor. An Emperor-lock? He shrugged.

He sat in one of the chairs, across the room from the camera. He looked up at it.

"I've decided that it's time to make your jobs more difficult," he said. From his robes he drew the slim blaster. He carefully aimed at the camera. "Now you get to decide: do you let your Emperor starve to death, or do you risk entering his chambers?"

He fired. The little camera vaporized.

The Emperor sat back, a satisfied smile on his face.

The Ministers weren't very bright, but he hoped they were at least smart enough to make his plan work.
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Admiral Stonefist seethed at yet more delay. They'd brought the Swordheart alongside the red ship, to facilitate transfer between the two vessels.

"Nothing at all?" Admiral Stonefist asked for the third time.

"No, sir," said Sergeant Mentel. He saluted, not out of duty, but out of a desire to deflect the Admiral's wrath. "We've swept the entire ship, stem to stern. There's no sign of anyone else on board."

"Acknowledged." Grimthorn shook his head. "Leave a contingent onboard to maintain course and velocity, and get yourself and your men back here, Sergeant."

"Yes, sir." Mentel signed off.

Admiral Stonefist snapped off the comms and glowered at the ship on the main bridge display.

"Marines," he sneered. "Have to keep it simple for them. Don't send them to play something complicated like hide and seek." His lip curled. "I'm tempted to just hit that stupid thing with a couple torpedoes," he said.

"Sir," Kinnit said, "technically, we don't have any proof that they've done anything wrong yet. And there might still be evidence on board, some record of who else the Aberrant has--"

"I know!" he barked. Kinnit recoiled, and her expression stiffened.

"I'm glad you're so wise, then, Admiral," she said acidly.

"Maybe the bridge would be better off without such a smart mouth," Grimthorn said.

"Maybe my mouth is the only smart thing on this bridge," she shot back.

"Maybe you should--" Grimthorn halted himself suddenly, his brow furrowed. "Stop. Wait. This isn't right. This isn't normal. Why are we sniping like this?" He looked down at his hands, which were clenched into fists. He forced them open. "Why am I so angry?"

Kinnit opened her mouth to retort sharply, but she paused as well. "I... I don't know," she said. "Something's wrong."

Their eyes traveled to the main bridge screen, where the image of the bright red ship hung against a backdrop of stars, almost close enough to touch. They looked back at each other and nodded. Grimthorn keyed his comms.

"Sergeant Mentel, prep another shuttle. Lieutenant Kinnit and I will make one more pass through that ship ourselves."


ONE HUNDRED TWENTY
FACEOFF


Kinnit sat strapped in one of the Marine jumpseats watching as Grimthorn piloted the shuttle carefully between the two ships.

They'd decided it would be better for Grimthorn to pilot, given Kinnit's last experience behind the controls. Grimthorn still had some residual trauma from the event.

They docked smoothly in the red ship's roomy docking bay. As a former long-haul vessel, the docking bay was spacious and tough, designed for cargo loading and offloading.

The bay closed up, air cycled, and they stepped out on board the vessel. They both had rifles slung on their backs, in case of trouble.

Kinnit winced and Grimthorn's mouth stiffened as they stepped out. The psychic oppression rolled over them.

"Feel that?" he said. "I think Flander's right. There's still a Cryptographer aboard this ship." Kinnit nodded, her face screwed up with distaste.

"It's different," she said. "Kind of... suppressed somehow."

"Suppressed, and somehow more violent," he agreed. They struggled to find words to describe the greasy invasion of the Aberrant's presence on their psyche.

Grimthorn reached back to grab his rifle, but stopped himself.

"Sir?" Kinnit asked. "What's wrong? Why don't you bring out your rifle?"

"This feeling. I don't know how much influence this Aberrant has. I don't want to be one trigger pull away from a tragedy."

Ordinarily, Kinnit would have scoffed. Admiral Stonefist's iron self-control was legendary. But under the circumstances, she understood completely. She swallowed as she realized she'd already put her hand on her rifle stock unconsciously. She forced her hand down.

"Good thinking, Admiral," she said quietly.

They crept out of the docking bay. The ship was eerily silent. Kinnit was accustomed to the endless bustle and hum of a Navy ship. The stillness felt unnatural. Her hand crept toward her rifle again, but she forced it away.

"The Marines have done a standard sweep, bow to stern and deck to keel," Admiral Stonefist said. "Let's follow it in reverse. Maybe we can pick up something they missed."

Kinnit nodded stiffly.

They crept through, their anxiety steadily ratcheting upwards as they searched the vessel. They peeked in every cupboard, under every mattress. They found nothing, though the oppressive air grew heavier with each step.

"Where is it?" Grimthorn growled. "They didn't tuck a crazed, seven-foot tall Cryptographer in a box somewhere."

"It's definitely here," Kinnit said. "You can feel it." She started as she realized she had her rifle in her hands. When had that happened? She slung it. She was feeling jumpy, but she laid a calming hand on Grimthorn's back. "We'll find it."

Grimthorn nodded tightly.

It took nearly an hour for them to sweep through the ship. They finished up by poking into some unused storage areas in the bow of the ship.

Grimthorn swore.

"How does such a creature even hide?" he snarled.

Kinnit's face was downcast.

"Maybe we should just give up, sir," she said. "Maybe it's just... I don't know, maybe the feel of the Aberrant has sunk into the metal of the ship somehow."

"Yeah," Grimthorn said. "Maybe so." He shook his head as though trying to remember something. "We'll keep looking. Another ship could be what we're searching for."

"You're right, sir," Kinnit said with relief. "We've got lots of stuff to do. We can put this aside until we have a little more time."

"Yeah." Grimthorn checked his scanner. "At least we didn't waste too much time on the both of us sweeping this ship. We can get back to the Swordheart in time for lunch. Let's head for the docking bay."

"Agreed, sir," Kinnit said eagerly. She realized she was ravenously hungry. They started walking.

Grimthorn pulled up short.

"We made good time sweeping this ship," he repeated slowly.

"Yes, sir?"

Grimthorn pulled out his scanner again.

"Very good time. Would you say two people could thoroughly sweep an entire long-haul freighter in an hour?"

She laughed. "Of course not, sir! A freighter's huge. That would be ridiculous!" she stopped. "But we just did, didn't we?"

Grimthorn stood very still.

"What did we miss?"

"Nothing... I don't think?"

"Let's talk through each section of the ship."

"Yes, sir."

They enumerated each section of the ship. Grimthorn would call one out, and Kinnit would respond.

"Engineering."

"We checked that."

"Mess."

"Check."

"Maintenance."

"Check."

"Quarters."

"Check."

"Med bay."

"Check."

"Bridge."

"Check."

"Armory."

"Freight ship, so it doesn't have an armory, sir."

"Right. Docking?"

"Check."

Grimthorn frowned, standing with his hands on his hips.

"Well, that's all I can think of," he said.

"Me too, sir."

Grimthorn huffed in annoyance.

"This is ridiculous." He pulled out his scanner and contacted the Swordheart.

"Lieutenant Renning here, sir."

"Lieutenant, I need to speak with Captain Minius."

"Yes, sir, I'll patch you through."

The line buzzed quietly. Kinnit watched him. She was tempted to tell him to put his scanner away so they could go back to the Swordheart. But something felt off. She couldn't quite put her finger on it.

"Ah, this are Captain Minius," Grimthorn's scanner said. "How can I help you, Admiral?"

"Look, we're still having trouble tracking down this Aberrant. I think it's still on board. Can your robot confirm?"

"Yes, Flander do say that the energy signature are still aboard that ship."

Grimthorn pinched his eyes.

"Look, would you be willing to send him over? We could use a hand here."

"Ah... Admiral, you did say that Flander was not to leave the Ocher Dawn--"

"I know what I said!" Grimthorn yelled. He stopped and took a deep breath, forcing his anger down. "This is a sanctioned exception, Captain."

"Ah... of course, Admiral. He does say he will come and help."

"Good. I'll arrange a shuttle to pick him up. Thank you, Captain."
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Grimthorn waited impatiently outside the docking bay. The Marine shuttle carrying the robot lumbered in, settling on the deck.

The docking bay re-pressurized. The operation was profoundly slower on this vessel than it was on the Swordheart. For all that he kept reminding himself that this was a civilian vessel, Grimthorn seethed at every moment of delay.

He growled, his temper shortening.

The docking procedure completed, and the shuttle shut down. Grimthorn and Kinnit strode into the bay. The hatch on the shuttle irised open. Flander peeked out.

"Hi Flander!" Kinnit called.

The robot emerged, moving smoothly on its many arms. It waved twelve of them at Kinnit in greeting. She giggled.

"I thank you for your help, Flander," Admiral Stonefist said, stuffing down his annoyance and fear at the dull, gray-green robot's appearance. "Now, can you help us find the Aberrant on board this ship?"

Flander tapped once on the deck and rolled over to the docking bay exit as smoothly as a drop of oil on a griddle. It pointed at the door.

Grimthorn and Kinnit walked over and paneled open the door. Flander slid out after them and pointed straight down the hallway, to a door at the far end.

Grimthorn's brow furrowed.

"That way? Are you sure?"

Flander tapped once firmly on the deck and pointed with more of its arms.

"But that's just the... the cargo area..." His face stiffened, and he turned to Kinnit. "We didn't check the cargo area."

"That's... I mean, it's just cargo... it's..." she struggled. "Wait, why didn't we check the cargo area? That's the majority of the ship."

"Because someone didn't want us to check it," he said. He stepped forward. "I am going to check the cargo area," he said loudly and firmly. He stepped forward. He shook his head. "The cargo area," he repeated.

Grimthorn stepped forward again. With each step, he repeated "The cargo area" like a mantra. Reminding himself, forcing himself forward. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Kinnit following him, her expression a mix of confusion and determination.

At last he reached the door. With careful deliberation he reached out and laid his hand on the door controls.

The confusion clouding his mind popped like a pricked bubble. Oppressive feelings rushed in, filling him with rage, making his skin vibrate with the need for violence. In a fury, he unslung his rifle and paneled open the door.

The cargo area was open and bare; vast and empty. In the center stood a tall, narrow structure, a series of struts that created a tall, uncomfortably narrow staircase leading up to a steel throne.

Upon the throne sat a creature who was unmistakably the Aberrant. Like all Cryptographers, it was tall, over seven feet. It was dressed in a long red robe with a deep cowl. It had taloned hands and a thick wealth of tentacles spilling out the front of its hood. Waves of malevolence and hatred emanated from it.

"Foolish... Admiral," it said, its voice cutting through Grimthorn's brain like a rusty sawblade.

"Found you," Grimthorn growled. He raised his rifle and squeezed the trigger.

At least, he tried to squeeze the trigger.

The Aberrant stood with slow deliberation. Grimthorn struggled to make his fingers obey.

"I... have... seen... all... futures," the Aberrant said. "You... cannot... kill... me."

"I will," gritted Grimthorn. "You've done enough damage. This ends here."

The Aberrant spread its arms and began descending the stairs.

"You... will... fail. All... your... seeking... has... only... hastened... your... death."

Grimthorn struggled to force his body to obey. The barrel of his rifle trembled, but stayed pointed at the Aberrant's face. His hands shook on his weapon. He couldn't force his finger to depress the trigger. He released the foregrip with his left hand. He reached into the trigger guard with his left index finger to force the trigger back, but his other hand stopped following orders as well.

"The... stronger... the... will... the... more... powerful... I... become." The Aberrant kept descending, drawing closer. "You... are... insufficient."

"I have to stop you," Grimthorn squeezed out. More of his body slipped from his control. The barrel of his rifle dipped, then limply pointed to the floor as he struggled to force it back up. The Aberrant was only a few steps from the bottom now.

"So... ends... the... last... hope... of... the... Solution."

Blaster fire rang out, three shots in succession. The Aberrant was flung to one side, off the stairs, collapsing on the deck.

"Leave Grimthorn alone!" screamed Kinnit, tears standing in her eyes. Her rifle was up. The Aberrant had fallen out of her sight, on the other side of the stairs. She moved in a tactical crouch, gliding over to get the Aberrant back in her sights, keeping her rifle on where she'd seen it fall.

She cleared the stairs and saw the bundle on the floor. She clicked the rifle over to full auto and squeezed the trigger.

At least, she tried to squeeze the trigger.

The Aberrant rose. Three burn marks marred its bright red robe. A psychic whirlwind shrieked through the makeshift throne room, driving both Kinnit and Grimthorn to their knees.

Grimthorn tried to rise, to get his feet under him, but it was all he could do to even lift his head. The Aberrant stepped over to Kinnit.

Grimthorn tried to raise his rifle. The Aberrant casually waved one taloned hand in his direction, and he was suddenly filled with a creeping horror, a revulsion of all physical things. The rifle tumbled from his fingers and clattered harmlessly to the floor. Grimthorn retched, repulsed by everything around him: the ship, the weapon, the throne, even the very air he breathed. He wanted to tear himself out of his own clothes and claw at himself, filled with the horror of being entombed in flesh. He convulsed on the floor.

The Aberrant reached out and closed one taloned fist around Kinnit's throat. It effortlessly hoisted her into the air. Her rifle hung loosely from one hand, and her feet kicked uselessly.

"You," the Aberrant hissed into Kinnit's face. It shook her roughly. Her body rattled and twisted in its grip. Her rifle came free from her hand, falling to the floor. "The... golem... in... the... gears," the Aberrant said calmly. "I... will... end... your... interference."

Kinnit choked and gagged in the Aberrant's grasp. She grabbed the talons, trying to pull them apart, to get enough room to breathe freely, but she couldn't budge the thing's grip. Her legs kicked uselessly. All she could manage were tight, squeaking breaths.

The Aberrant reached up and pulled its hood back, slowly, menacingly.

"You... will... look... into... my... eyes," the Aberrant said, reaching for its goggles. "See... eternity."


ONE HUNDRED TWENTY-ONE
CLEANUP


Kinnit hung by her neck from the Aberrant's grip, clinging to its talons, trying to ease the pressure on her throat. She kicked weakly at it, hoping to get purchase with her claws, but they slid uselessly off the Aberrant's red robe.

Grimthorn lay on the floor nearby. He began making awful, violent retching sounds as he spasmed and thrashed. His eyes rolled up in his head and he ejected the contents of his stomach on the deck as his body rejected its own existence.

The Aberrant shook her again. She rattled and swayed in its iron grip.

"You... tamper." It tightened its grip. "You... interfere. You... complicate... the... future." It drew her closer to its face and gripped its goggles. "But... no... more." It prepared to draw off its protective eyewear.

With the last of her strength, Kinnit raised a shaking finger, pointing at the Aberrant's face. She managed to choke out two words with all the air she had left.

"F-Flander... kill!"

The shrill, shrieking sound of metal on metal filled the throne room. The Aberrant turned just in time to see the robot hurtling toward it.

Flander cannoned into the Aberrant like a highballing freight train. Kinnit flew free, tumbling along the deck with bone-snapping speed.

The Aberrant fell to the ground. Flander clambered on top of it, continuing to emit the squealing screech of metal on metal. The Aberrant raised one arm defensively. Flander roared with a sound like stripping gears. One of Flander's grippers closed on the Aberrant's arms and slammed it to the floor with sudden violence, pinning it. Flander's many other arms came up, then began to descend with terrifying speed. Each arm had a specialized tool, and Flander used them all. Striking, grabbing, pulling, pinching, twisting, smashing, yanking; dozens of arms relentlessly tore at the Aberrant as it flailed helplessly at the mad robot. All the while, the screeching continued as Flander unleashed decades of pent-up fury on the Aberrant's body.

Scraps of robe and flesh and bits of bone flew from the entangled pair. The whirling psychic oppression rose to a shriek. Kinnit cried out as waves of overwhelming despair, hatred, and loneliness washed through her.

The oppression began to crumble. The robot still screeched, but the Aberrant's movements slowed, then stopped. Clarity began to dawn in Grimthorn's mind again.

Gradually, Flander wound down. The screeching stopped. The pistoning arms slowed.

Flander stopped and stood in the midst of the remains of the Aberrant.

Grimthorn lifted his head. In a burst of panic, he scrambled over to Kinnit on his hands and knees. She lay on her back on the deck, breathing steadily. He gently lifted her eyelids, checking for dilation. She gasped and sat up, coughing.

"Kinnit? Are you okay? Don't move," he said.

She lay back for a moment.

"I... I'm fine, Grimthorn. Just a little dizzy."

He ran his hands over her body, checking for injury.

"How are you feeling? What hurts?"

"Everything," she chuckled. "I feel like I was hit by a cannonball. But I don't think anything's broken."

Grimthorn let out a sigh of relief.

"I'd like to get up, sir. The sooner we're off this ship, the better I'll feel. What happened to the Aberrant?"

Grimthorn turned back to Flander. The penetrating shrill of the robot's screeching still echoed in his mind. The robot itself simply stood amidst the remains of the Aberrant. At Grimthorn's look, it moved forward. Grimthorn reflexively angled his body in front of Kinnit's. Flander backed up.

Grimthorn's face flickered through expressions as complex emotions rushed through him. He looked at the remains of the Aberrant. There were scraps of robe and bits of flesh scattered around, but no blood. The remains did not look quite like enough to have made up a whole Aberrant. Cryptographers must be a lot thinner than they looked, Grimthorn decided.

"Grimthorn?" Kinnit prompted.

"The Aberrant didn't know as much as it thought," he said finally. "Flander saved us."

Kinnit smiled. "I told you he was sweet."

Grimthorn frowned. She hadn't seen her 'sweet' robot tearing the Aberrant to shreds. But that was a discussion for another time.

"Flander," he said finally. "Thank you." Grimthorn was not clear in his own mind whether he was thanking Flander more for attacking the Aberrant, or for stopping. "I think I'm going to put you in for a medal."

Flander tapped twice on the floor. Grimthorn's eyebrows rose.

"Maybe a financial reward?" Kinnit offered.

Flander tapped once. Kinnit laughed with delight.

"A reward it is," Grimthorn said with resignation. "Now let's get out of here and finish cleaning this up."
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The ISS Swordheart carefully bumped against the surface of the Aberrant's ship. The powerful inertial dampers of the Swordheart were projecting outward, buffering the ships.

Admiral Stonefist watched from the captain's dais with his arms folded. It was certainly a novel use of the inertial dampers. As much as he disapproved of Captain Minius's general approach to... well, everything, he had to admit that this idea of his had merit.

Usually, towing another ship required a lot of specialized equipment, but with this damper trick and a little patience, they could simply push another ship where it needed to go.

He supposed Captain Minius had a store of such little tricks he'd gathered over the years, as he had to learn to make do with his substandard equipment. Grimthorn made a mental note to pick his brain for more ideas later.

The Swordheart pushed steadily against the Aberrant's bright red ship, slowly accelerating it. The ships increased in velocity, faster and faster until they were barreling toward the fat red star that graced the Lantern Field sector.

"That's close enough, Lieutenant Phet," he said. "Lieutenant Renning, release the dampers. Lieutenant Phet, give us some negative velocity."

The Swordheart pulled back from the Aberrant's ship. The red vessel continued on, picking up speed now that it was in the grip of the star's gravity.

Grimthorn watched impassively as the ship streaked into the star's corona. It flared briefly, sublimating into a gas. He nodded. They'd left the remains of the Aberrant and all his work on board and elected to shove the whole thing into a star.

"And that's that, done," he said. "Kinnit, contact the Cryptographers to let them know we've finished one impossible task."

She smiled up at him. "On to the next impossible task, sir?" she asked.

"Of course," he replied. "On to the Feeders."
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Most of the Imperial Council sat around the table, fidgeting nervously. Minister Aster glared at the Minister of Justice.

"Have you gotten the law and announcement written?" he asked sternly.

"Ah... it's in progress," Minister Parsa said. He looked at the data on his scanner. "I'm being cautious about the wording. This would be easily challenged in the courts."

"Legal challenges can be dealt with," Minister Aster said. "It's important to get the law on the books. We need to stop the bleeding that the Emperor's decree has caused."

"Yes, I, I suppose," Parsa said. He shook his head. "This is going to cause a terrible upheaval in the Imperium. Eliminating the citizenship of all non-Terrans? There's no telling what kind of violent reaction this might engender." Parsa raised his eyes from his scanner. "Are you certain this is a good idea, Aster?"

"I'd prefer you to use my new title," Minister Aster said. "To avoid confusion about who is in authority here."

Parsa paused. The other Ministers sat silent, watching him carefully.

"Of--of course, Grand Minister Aster."

Minister Aster smiled thinly.

"The Emperor created this mess," Minister Aster said. "We're just cleaning it up. Finish the law."

"There's a legal difficulty. We don't have Imperial authority to create a law without the Emperor. It will put this law on extremely shaky legal ground."

Minister Aster sneered.

"We have the authority when the Emperor is indisposed. And the Emperor is indisposed for the foreseeable future."

"Of course, M--Grand Minster."

The door to the Imperial Council chamber banged open, startling everyone. The Minister of Communication rushed in.

"We've got a problem," he said.

Minister Aster surged to his feet.

"Minister Kaelen," he barked. "What are you doing here? Isn't today your time to manage the Emperor?"

"That's the problem," he said. "I was checking the camera to make sure it was safe to enter. But it's not working. He--the Emperor, he destroyed the camera! And he has a gun!"

Minister Aster frowned.

"So? Keep the shielding up in front of the vestibule and peek in. Make sure it's clear before you bring the shield down."

"But I can't see the whole vestibule! What if he's hiding in the corner?" Minister Kaelen began to hyperventilate. "I knew this was a terrible idea," he moaned.

"Calm yourself," Aster said. "There is a solution here." He scoffed. "I begin to understand the Emperor's frustration with this Council. You can't even get a simple law written, and now you're all panicking over a minor setback. "

He spread his hands.

"Everyone sit, and we will work out this new problem the Emperor has given us. We will fix all the Emperor's mistakes."
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Race Ozan stirred in his sleep. Something in the darkness of his bedroom disturbed him, drawing him toward wakefulness.

The moons of Techterra shone in through his bedroom window, but they were both in the waning phase, so their light was dim. They didn't illuminate the bedroom so much as give texture to the darkness.

He sat up, a dark premonition running through him. He flexed his left hand, feeling the stiffness of scar tissue as it prevented him from making a full fist.

Race shook his head. He'd stayed alive for many years by being paranoid, but now, by leading the Riftborn gang, he'd become too important, too valuable for anybody to want to kill. All the smaller gangs liked what he was doing.

It was good to be respected. It was thrilling to have such power. It was all working so well.

The Oracle's advice had been worth every single credit.

So why did he suddenly have that old feeling, the jumpiness he'd get right before a raid, or before a nasty turf battle?

"You're being foolish," he said to himself, trying to force the feelings away.

"Not as foolish as you think," came a voice from the darkness.

Race's hand darted underneath his pillow before his brain even engaged. He felt around for the blaster he kept there, but there was nothing. A dark chuckle rolled out of the darkness.

"I borrowed your toy," said the voice. A man stepped forward, holding Race's blaster. He wore a dark suit, little round glasses, and a cold, cold grin.

"Guards!" Race yelled. He wished his voice had been more commanding, less fearful, but if it brought his loyal bodyguards, he'd live with it.

"Oh, yes," the man said, his grin widening. "Let's wait for your guards." He stood silently for a moment. "Hmm. They don't answer. I suppose they must be busy."

"Who are you?" Race cried. "What do you want?"

"Ah, so many questions." The man nodded with a slight bow. "Herin Kasra, Techterra Protection Force."

Race relaxed slightly. It was a cop. Not someone out to kill him.

But where were his guards?

"As for what I want?" Herin continued. "Well, my masters have given me a directive. And I always want to do a good job. You see, Techterra needs... a little chaos."

The blaster rang out, its bright bolt of energy lighting the darkness for a moment. Race shrieked in pain. One leg lay mangled, twisted on the bed. He clutched his ruined knee. His mind scrambled, trying to make sense of the situation. Why was a cop shooting him in his bed?

"What are you doing?" Race screeched. "Don't you know who I am?"

"More questions. Yes, I know exactly who you are. And I know exactly what I'm doing." The blaster fired again, hitting Race's other knee.

Race cried out in agony. He rolled around on the mussed sheets, spotting his bed with blood. Herin pocketed the blaster.

"I don't want you to think I'm being needlessly cruel," Herin said. "Unfortunately, I don't have the time for that. You see, I need to distract the important men in CenCom." Herin affected an exaggerated frown. "I don't really have any contacts in the Navy, so that makes things difficult." He brightened. "But I do know a lot about the workings of Techterra outside CenCom."

He raised a piece of cloth.

"Know what this is?" Herin asked.

Race was sniveling, weeping and holding his legs.

"To Geina with you!" he yelled.

"It's a Zenith's Edge vest. It came off the body of one of their gang who was horribly murdered not an hour ago. Apparently by someone from the Cryptocult gang." Herin shook his head. "No honor among thieves, I'm afraid. And now this vest is going to be left behind at the murder scene of the Riftborn gang leader, Race Ozan. I wonder how all of that will affect the new cooperation that has been blossoming between the gangs of Techterra?"

"You're sick," Race squeezed out.

Herin chuckled.

"I'm not sick, I'm just a clearer thinker than you." He drew an incendiary grenade from beneath his coat. "If I were sick, I'd put all my goals at risk to stay and see how close you can get to escaping the flames without any knees. But I really haven't got the time right now."

Herin stepped back out of the room. He casually tossed the grenade in. Race screamed and lunged, falling off the bed, unable to stand.

Herin closed the door behind him as the grenade belched round, orange flames, rich with fuel. Race's room was instantly engulfed.

Herin walked away, listening for as long as he could as Race's screams grew in frenetic intensity.


ONE HUNDRED TWENTY-TWO
UNITY


"I haven't heard back from the Emperor yet," Grimthorn said, frowning. He and Kinnit were sitting in their office.

Kinnit shrugged.

"He's a busy guy. Probably tying up loose ends across the galaxy."

"Maybe. This was a top priority though, straight from him. When I sent him news about the Aberrant, I figured we'd at least get a thumbs-up or something."

"It's only been a few days."

"Yeah. I suppose." Grimthorn frowned at his console. "I'm just fretting, I guess." His mouth tightened. "I'll contact the Cryptographers as well. For all the good it'll do, the cowards."

"You can ask them for more information about the Feeders."

"I can ask them to go to Geina," he growled.

"Sir," Kinnit said with a warning tone. "That's not productive."

Grimthorn snorted. "Neither is abandoning your post." He held up a hand. "But I take your point. I'll ask them."

They each turned back to their respective consoles, working away.

"Oh!" Kinnit said, perking up.

"What's wrong?"

"We got some reports from the Infographers. Those Feeder scans that Minius sent us? They were able to parse out an energy signature from them!"

"Can we follow their trail?"

Kinnit scanned the document as quickly as she could.

"No," she said. "The energy signature is still too imprecise. We can get a general direction, but they can just... go anywhere. They don't have to use jumpholes. It would be like looking at a ripple for a half-blink and using that to know where somebody threw a stone in a pond." She sighed. "If only they'd use jumpholes! They'd be easy to track, then."

"That's probably why they don't," Grimthorn said. "Can you imagine our ability to launch a surprise attack if we could come into a sector from any direction, without using jumpholes?"

"Hmm, I guess. It doesn't seem fair, though."

"Fair is for skin and board games," he replied. "We just have to deal with them."
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Maggie Hartford pulled her purse further up her lap. She'd been planning this vacation to Techterra for years, and she should be excited. This was the final leg of the journey, and she should be anticipating her vacation. Instead, she was fretting about her seatmate.

She shifted in the narrow cruiser seat. There wasn't much room to escape from the man next to her. He was scruffy and wild-eyed. His hair was matted, and his beard was a crazy nest. And he smelled bad. She'd believe he was homeless, but she didn't know how a homeless man could afford business-class berth on a transport ship to Techterra.

He looked over at her with wild eyes. She made the mistake of meeting them with hers.

"Why do you seek out Techterra?" he asked. His voice was ragged, strained, as though it were on the verge of crazed laughter or uncontrollable weeping.

Maggie grinned uncertainly. She didn't want to engage with this man, but she did feel the need to be polite.

"I'm going on vacation," she said. She cleared her throat. "Why are you going to Techterra?"

"I bring a warning," he croaked. "I am Elias. I am come from the judgment of Brolla. I have seen the empty cities, the devastation, the death of Brolla. Now I bring my warning to the galaxy." His eyes rolled. "Techterra is wicked, and judgment is coming. Judgment is coming for them. The planet will be empty, the streets bare, all life stopped. No more will they laugh, nor dance to music, nor buy, nor sell, nor anymore love nor fight. They will scatter across the stars. Judgment is coming."

She huffed and settled back in her seat. "Sorry I asked," she said snippily. Her lips pursed with distaste. It had been four years since she'd had a proper vacation, and it was simply not fair that she had to deal with this lunatic at the very start of it.

Well, hopefully the rest of her vacation would go more smoothly.
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Admiral Stonefist walked through the Engineering section of the destroyer ISS Aegis. He moved swiftly through, glancing over the essential areas of the ship.

He was trailed by Kinnit, who was poking data into her scanner, and by Captain Thurstan, who was disciplined enough to keep his concern concealed under a stiff expression of military alertness.

They reached the end of Engineering, and Grimthorn paused. Kinnit looked up at him.

"Anything to gig, sir?" she asked quietly. They'd stepped up inspections throughout the Ninth Fleet. Admiral Stonefist wanted the fleet at peak combat readiness. Ordinarily, during inspections, Grimthorn would call out infractions, or things that needed attention, but they'd just gone through the Aegis in near-silence.

Admiral Stonefist turned to Captain Thurstan.

"I've found nothing of concern," he said. "Your ship is satisfactory, Captain. Well done."

Kinnit's mouth dropped open. She looked from Grimthorn to the Captain. Captain Thurstan relaxed visibly.

"Thank you, Admiral," he said, saluting.

"That's the first--" Kinnit stopped herself. Grimthorn would probably not appreciate her pointing out that the ISS Aegis was the only ship she'd ever inspected with Grimthorn that did not receive a single corrective action report.

It wasn't as though he were passing over infractions, either. She hadn't seen anything amiss, but Grimthorn was usually able to pick out minor issues she'd glossed over. To hear him come back with a satisfactory report was a new experience for her.

"Your ship is very well run, Captain," she said. She glanced at Grimthorn. "Uniquely so."

Captain Thurstan nodded tightly.

"Thank you," he replied. "We've been putting in extra effort lately to maintain combat-readiness. When the crew saw the videos of Brolla--"

Grimthorn frowned.

"That's classified data," he said. "How did your crew get access to that?"

Captain Thurstan held up his hands. "Not through official channels," he said hastily. "Some of the videos have been floating around the network."

"Nothing has leaked out of the Naval network, I hope. We don't want to start a panic across the galaxy."

"I--it's hard to say, Admiral. I don't know where anybody got those vids in the first place. But I've seen a couple." Captain Thurstan's eyes grew distant, haunted. "They're... eerie. They've got the crew spooked." He cleared his throat and saluted. "We'll maintain full combat readiness, Admiral!"

Grimthorn nodded slowly.

"Perhaps, then, it's not so bad that some of the videos leaked." He saluted the Captain back. "All hail the Imperium."

"All hail!" the Captain replied.

[image: ]


Kinnit hurried after Admiral Stonefist as he strode through the halls of the ISS Pilum Magnus, the flagship of the Third Fleet. His step was faster than usual. Though his face was set in its usual dour expression, she could see the nervousness in his movements.

"Are you worried about this Council of the Admiralty, sir?" she asked.

"I'm hoping we can use this time to coordinate the fleets. To work together. We have to stand strong against this Feeder threat." His face set in a frown. "We don't have time for the usual posturing and nonsense."

"I know you'll bring them together, sir," she said brightly. Grimthorn's swift walk slowed, and his face slowly melted into thoughtfulness.

"You could bring them together. I'll just make them angry." He slowed further, then stopped. He looked his wife full in the face. "You know how to make people do what you want. What would you say to them?"

She shrugged uncomfortably.

"It's... not like that, sir. I don't make people do things. But I believe everyone wants the best outcome for the Imperium. We don't always agree on how to do it, but we do share a common goal. That's what I believe."

"Huh. I believe people are a bunch of self-serving idiots that couldn't find their way out of a paper bag without a map. That's why you have to keep them in line."

"Respectfully, sir, that mindset probably comes through in your speech. I think it's hurting your ability to communicate effectively."

He raised his eyebrows.

"You think that comes through?" he asked.

Kinnit paused. Was it possible he didn't know?

"Yes, sir," she said carefully. "Maybe you could try assuming that everyone's working for the good of the Imperium? That might help?"

Admiral Stonefist frowned thoughtfully.

"It's an interesting theory," he said. He started walking again. "I'll see what I can do."
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They arrived at the meeting room. Grimthorn handed Kinnit his coffee and she handed him his data chip. He walked in.

Kinnit joined the other Admiral's Assistants who were gathered nearby.

"Kinnit, hi!" Lieutenant Solborne said.

"Hi everyone!" she replied. "It's been a while."

"Yeah, I haven't seen you since the wedding," Solborne said. "How's married life treating you?"

Kinnit blushed.

"Oh, it's wonderful! I love it!"

Lieutenant Solborne laughed.

"That's our Kinnit, always so upbeat." She shot a look at the other Assistants. "If only some other people had bothered to show up for the wedding."

Lieutenants Voth and Daos grinned uncomfortably.

"I had bridge duty that whole week," Daos said uncomfortably.

"I hate weddings," Voth said. "No offense, Kinnit, but I'd rather lick broken glass. If I wanted to dress up and be uncomfortable, I'd sign up for exosuit shifts in Engineering."

"Well, your honesty is refreshing," Lieutenant Solborne said.

Kinnit laughed. "It's fine," she replied. "It's fine. It was a good time."

The group folded Kinnit into their ranks, chatting animatedly.
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Admiral Stonefist sat stiffly in his seat as Admiral Cora Din read out the notes from the previous meeting. They walked through the administrivia. Cora Din finally wound down, then the meeting proper began.

"Is there any priority business that needs discussion?" she asked finally.

"I have some," Admiral Stonefist said. All eyes turned to him. He paused to consider his words, his conversation with Kinnit still buzzing in his mind. Ordinarily he would have started by excoriating them over their many failures. But right now the Imperium needed unity. As much unity as they could manage.

"By now I'm sure you've all seen the reports from Brolla," he said. "There is a new enemy in the galaxy, the Feeders. They're a threat like we've never seen before. We need to discuss how we can defend against such an enemy."

"Is there any evidence they're still in the galaxy?" Admiral Dermot scoffed. "There have been no more reports."

Admiral Stonefist grabbed hold of his patience with both hands. He wants what's best for the Imperium, Grimthorn reminded himself. But he still just sounded like an idiot.

"I think the extent of the devastation means that we need to be prepared for the possibility that it could happen again," Admiral Stonefist said carefully.

"I agree with Admiral Stonefist," Cora Din said. "Even if the likelihood of another attack is low, the impact is unconscionable. We must be prepared if this enemy shows back up."

Dermot frowned. "How, though? We can't chase these Feeders around the galaxy. We can't even find them. According to reports, they don't even use jumpholes!"

"Actually, our Infographers have been able to isolate their energy signature," Admiral Stonefist said. "We can detect them on passive scans now. Unfortunately, we can't use it to track them."

Dermot leaned forward. "Then use your brain, Stonefist. Why don't we re-jigger the Imperial relays to watch for the signal?"

Admiral Stonefist bit back the reply that reflexively sprang to his lips.

They want to protect the Imperium. Protecting the Imperium is all that matters. Not Dermot's sorry attitude.

"I'm afraid I don't understand, Dermot," Grimthorn said as mildly as he could manage. "Could you explain what you mean?"

"Look, every populated system has a relay, right? Communications and traffic and such." Dermot scoffed. "You said we can detect the signature with a passive scan. Just have the relays scan for this energy signature, and send an SOS if it detects your Feeders."

A hundred objections crowded Grimthorn's mind. Not all relays were the same. Developing an algorithm to automatically detect the Feeders would be complicated and error-prone. The chance for false positives was high. Deploying a new algorithm across every relay in the galaxy would be a monumental undertaking. And yet...

"That is an idea worth fleshing out," Admiral Stonefist said carefully. "It would be difficult to implement, but such an early warning system could save countless lives."

Admiral Dermot had the gall to look smug. Grimthorn let it pass.

"However," he continued. "The detection algorithm would be complicated to develop. It could take weeks to build and test such a thing. Maybe months."

"I have some very talented Infographers on board the ISS Striker," Admiral Cora Din piped up. "Some of the best in the galaxy. I can set them on this task as a top priority." Her eyebrows rose, and she practically flooded the room with her superior attitude. "What would take any other team of Infographers weeks will only take mine days."

Admiral Stonefist nodded to her graciously.

"That would be extraordinarily helpful," Grimthorn said. "Your cultivation of talented Infographers shows good foresight. What of deployment, though? The Imperial network could send the algorithm to the relays that support these kinds of upgrades, but that's only supported in the latest relays on the most populated systems. Maybe a quarter of the relays out there? How do we get it to the rest of them?"

"Relay engineers," creaked old Admiral Balia. Every eye turned to him. He didn't speak much in these meetings anymore. "Before your fancy deployment systems, we had an army of engineers that could find and manually tweak every relay in the Imperium."

Grimthorn's eyebrows rose.

"Where are these engineers now?" he asked.

"They're all in the Third Fleet," Balia said. "I kept them. You never know when you'll need them."

Grimthorn nodded.

"Well we need them now. That was wise of you, Admiral Balia. We could have them start outfitting old relays with the new deployment tech. Or simply replace them with newer relays. Then, when the algorithm is ready, it can automatically deploy to all the relays in the Imperium."

Grimthorn drew in a breath. A small hope flickered within him. It was coming together. The Council of Admiralty was working together. It was actually working.

Was this what Kinnit felt like all the time?

"Now," he said. "Let us discuss how the fleets will respond if the Feeders are detected."


ONE HUNDRED TWENTY-THREE
DIVISION


Eavis watched as Taro lumbered into the bar, scanning the dim interior. It was a quiet bar, not a party bar; private and secure. An ideal place to share information. Taro spotted Eavis in his booth.

He stomped over, trying to keep his wide feet and thick tail from knocking into furniture. He was one of the Umor, a reptilioid species. He was broad and thick, neither fat nor muscular, but with a presence that far outweighed his mild personality. He sported a long muzzle that had three small horns growing out of it.

Taro squeezed into the booth. Eavis smiled at him.

"Taro," he said. "It's been too long."

"Eavis," he replied. "Good to see you."

"You as well," replied the slim Terran. "How's the mayor's office treating you?"

"Same as always," Taro said. "Boring work for boring people."

Eavis smiled. "There are worse things in life than a steady existence," he said. "Look at me, I write articles about Techterra city politics. Nobody cares, they all want to read about Imperial politics. But it pays the bills."

Taro grunted noncommittally.

"Can I order you something, Taro? The Imperial Clarion's paying, order whatever you like."

"Just a beer's fine."

Eavis nodded and flagged down a waitress.

Taro grunted thanks as the waitress brought his drink.

"So," Eavis said with mock nonchalance. "You didn't call me out here for free beer. What can your favorite journalist do for you?"

"Well," Taro started slowly. "You know how the Mayor's office gets some of the document traffic from the Sedes Imperialis?"

"Sure. Minutes of meetings and committee updates and such."

"Yeah, exactly. Well, sometimes we get documents from other distribution lists as well."

"Oh?"

"Mostly boring stuff. But yesterday I saw something--something I think people ought to know about."

Eavis struggled to keep his mild smile in place while his heart did flip-flops. This sounded big.

Taro pulled up a document on his scanner and slid it across the table. Eavis started scanning it while Taro talked.

"We get copies of some of the legal markup, sometimes. When they're hashing out the details of a new statute. Mostly it's just mundane, tedious stuff. Arguments over wording, overlap with other laws, stuff like that."

Eavis' brow crinkled as he read. The text was dense with legalese, and some blocks of it were in Old Imperial, which he'd never been good with.

"You're gonna have to help me out here, Taro," he said. "I'm not seeing it."

"Oh." Taro craned his neck to look at the document. "Here, in the fifth paragraph."

Eavis nodded and started reading again. Soon his jaw dropped.

"Does this say what I think it's saying?" he asked quietly.

Taro nodded.

"They're planning on revoking the citizenship of all non-Terrans."

"But that--that's nuts," Eavis said. "How would that even work? The Imperium has never been Terran-only!"

Taro shrugged. "No idea."

"How real is this?" Eavis said. "Is this just spitballing?"

"It's a markup document. That last step before it becomes an official law."

"What is the Emperor thinking? Is this from the Emperor?"

"It's the Imperial Council," Taro replied. "They're only one short step below the Emperor. He'd have to know."

"But he just eliminated the designation of Subject Species a few weeks ago," Eavis replied. "Why this? Why now?"

"Maybe it was to clear some kind of legal hurdle so he could get this law through."

Eavis' hands shook as he picked up the scanner. This was it. This was going to make his career.

"Can I make a copy of this?" he asked.

"Make all the copies you like. You just have to keep my name out of this, like always." Taro said. He sipped his beer. "I like my boring job."

"Oh, don't worry. Your name is still listed as anonymous sources in all my systems." Eavis scanned the document, his mouth nearly watering. "I am gonna blow the lid off this story," he said quietly to himself.
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"Fleet coordination is as good as I've ever seen it," Grimthorn said. "The Ninth is tighter and cleaner than it's been in my whole career. The fleet is starting to act like a cohesive unit. We are the most powerful, unstoppable military force in the galaxy." He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. "So why am I filled with dread?"

He and Kinnit were seated in Digger. Pilot Dabrini was navigating the little utility shuttle back toward the Swordheart after another round of fleet inspections.

Kinnit took his hand and laced her fingers through his.

"It's the unknown, Grimthorn. We've never faced this enemy before. But we'll stand against them, as we have every threat to the Imperium. It'll be okay."

Grimthorn opened his eyes and nodded.

"We will bring the hammer of the Imperium down on the ones who destroyed Brolla." He set his jaw. "Whatever the cost. The Imperium protects her citizens."

"We will, Grimthorn."

"I just wish I knew where they were going to strike next," he said. "I'd rather be waiting for them than chasing them."

"Cora Din's Infographers have finished the algorithm," she said, "and the last of the relays should be updated here in a couple days. As soon as they show up in a populated system, we'll know."

Grimthorn gave a small half-laugh.

"There's a lot of space in space. That works against us as much as it works against the Feeders."

"How do you mean?"

Grimthorn frowned.

"The leaked reports from Brolla. They've got the fleets behaving now, keeping themselves straight and in order. But what if the Feeders don't find another populated system soon? What if it takes them months to find another one? What if it takes them years? The fleet is working well now, but people get comfortable all too quickly. They'll get used to the sword hanging over their heads and fall back into old, sloppy habits."

Kinnit snorted a giggle.

"You're probably the only person in the galaxy that's worried that the Feeders won't come soon enough," she said.

Grimthorn smiled a little.

"I suppose," he said. "I always have to have something to worry about."

She laid her head on his shoulder.

"It'll be fine," she said. "I know the fleet and I know you. Whatever happens, I promise you it'll be fine."
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Chief Roeder was fuming, looking at the reports that streamed across his console.

It was late at night. Most of the station had gone home, but Roeder was working on reports and organizing shifts to try to keep a lid on Techterra.

A week ago, everything had been fine. Great, in fact. Public sentiment for the TPF had never been higher. Now the city was ready to come apart at the seams. How had it all fallen apart so quickly?

A deferential tap sounded at his door.

"Come," he said gruffly.

He looked up as the door paneled open.

"Herin! About time you got here."

"My apologies, sir. I've been delayed."

"Shut up and get over here. I've gotta figure out what's going on in this town."

Herin came and stood behind Roeder, watching his console.

"Riots and gang violence are through the roof," Roeder groused. "All my officers are working overtime to contain this lunacy. Where's all this gang unity you were talking about a couple weeks ago?"

"Well, sir, Race Ozan was assassinated last week by one of the fief gangs. There was retribution against Cryptocult for that, then Cryptocult retaliated against Zenith's Edge, then--"

"Look, I don't care about a bunch of tit-for-tat between the garbage of this city. I need to calm this down. Give me some root causes."

"There's always been gang violence, but with the overwatch of Riftborn, it blurred the traditional turf lines. Now that Riftborn's hold has loosened, all the gangs suddenly see an opportunity to do a little expansion. I think we're seeing the start of an all-out gang war across Techterra. It will probably settle quickly enough as new turf lines are drawn." Herin paused, thinking. "It's made more complicated by this news report that came out, about the new law that will kick non-Terrans out of the Imperium. That was... unexpected. Now everyone's rioting, and it's hard to separate the gang wars from the rioting. But there will definitely be no cooperation between Terran and non-Terran gangs in the city now."

Roeder frowned fiercely at his console.

"For crying out loud, man, you almost sound happy about it. We have to figure out how to calm things down." He sighed and rubbed his eyes. "CenCom contacted me this afternoon. They say they'll declare martial law in the city if we can't get things calmed down by the end of the week."

"Oh?"

Roeder turned to give Herin a withering look, then turned back to his console.

"Yeah, 'oh.' The last time martial law was declared in Techterra was two generations ago. I don't need that kind of black mark on my legacy."

Herin's cold grin surfaced.

"I am certain, sir, that you are the one that can restore order in Techterra." Herin smiled coldly down at the back of Roeder's head. "You and only you."

"Great, that gives me warm fuzzies. But warm fuzzies won't--grrrkk!" Roeder cut off as Herin's wire jerked tight around his throat.

Herin lifted the heavy police chief by the wire wrapped around his throat. The chief gagged and thrashed, but Herin held a tight grip.

"Unfortunately, sir, I need this chaos," Herin said. His voice was uneven as he held the struggling police chief tightly. He grinned. Roeder's eyes were wide with shock as he scrabbled at his throat.

"Oh, Chief, don't act so surprised," Herin said. "You know what I am. You've always known. A clear thinker would have seen this day coming at some point. It's your own fault, really."

Roeder's struggles slowed. His kicking stopped. His hands dropped loosely to his sides.

Herin laughed to himself and dropped the wire. He drew another incendiary grenade from his coat and busied himself piling slips and boxes up in the middle of the room. Roeder was old-fashioned, and his office was full of burnables. Herin shook his head, still grinning.

"So untidy," he said to himself. "A real fire hazard in here. Shouldn't keep so much information on sl--"

A blaster shot rang out in the office. Herin was knocked to the floor.

Chief Roeder slowly stood, trembling. His right hand held a blaster, trained on Herin, who lay facedown. He pulled the wire away from his throat with his left hand. He started heaving for air.

"I know... what you... are... you little... freak," he squeezed out between gasps. "I always... figured I'd... have to... kill you someday..."

Herin began convulsing. After a few seconds Roeder realized he was laughing.

"Oh, Chief," Herin said, his voice muffled, "this is delightful. You're the first person I've ever underestimated."

He rolled over. Blood flowed from a shallow wound along the side of his head. The incendiary grenade was in his hand, with the pin pulled. It hissed as the internal fuse burned down.

"Catch."

He tossed the grenade at Roeder.

The grenade immolated in mid-air, filling the office with flames. Roeder screamed hoarsely, throwing an arm up.

Herin flipped back over and crawled over to the office door. As fire rapidly spread through the office, Herin fumbled for the door handle. The door swung open. The rush of fresh air intensified the fire.

Herin slid out of the office on his stomach, beneath the flames. He flipped onto his back and kicked the door shut on Roeder's screams.

Herin lay on his back, his foot braced against the door in case Roeder found it. But it didn't look like Roeder was going to find anything. Herin pressed his hand against his bleeding head.

"Oh, Chief," he cackled. "That was so much better than I expected." He grinned coldly, the flames dancing in his eyes. "You always were my favorite."

He watched the scene unfold through the office windows, his eyes alight.

"Now this is chaos," he said with satisfaction.


ONE HUNDRED TWENTY-FOUR
THE INDRAWN BREATH


Elias Rhade shambled down the streets of Techterra, crying his warning to any who would listen. He'd lost a shocking amount of weight. He was still tall and broad-shouldered, but now he was bony, his flesh pulled tight. His beard and his hair were both matted.

"Judgment!" he shouted. "Doom comes for you, Techterra! Doom comes for the Imperium! Flee to the corners of the galaxy! Flee the coming destruction!"

A nearby mother towed her child away.

"Momma, what's he saying?" the child asked.

"Don't look at him, hon. He's just one of those Techterra crazies."

"But what's wrong with him?"

"I have seen the terror of Brolla!" Elias cried. "I have seen the justice of the universe unfolded! That same justice seeks you!"

"Come on, hon." The mother pulled her child away, walking more quickly now.

Elias hissed. His thin finger jabbed at a man across the street.

"And you! Traitor and fool! Why do you seek the destruction of mankind?"

The man was dressed in a black coat and a wide-brimmed black hat, pulled low. He carried a box under one arm.

With a grin, he turned to Elias and touched the brim of his hat.

"Love to chat, but I have to make a flight," he said, and hurried on.

"Doom!" Elias cried. "Doom comes for us all!"

"Then why are you here?" A couple of street toughs surrounded him. They wore the insignia of the Riftborn gang.

"I bring a warning--" he cut off as one of the thugs shoved him roughly. He stumbled backward.

"Hey, nobody wants to hear your psycho yelling. You're scaring people. Keep your craziness to yourself."

Elias snarled.

"I tried," he hissed, "but a fire burns within me. The warning will remain unheeded. But still I must cry out."

The toughs sneered.

"We can help you keep it to yourself." The lead tough grabbed Elias and flung him to the ground. The others surrounded him and began kicking him. "Maybe this will help you with that fire!"

Elias curled up into a ball, crying out as he was pummeled by the boots of the thugs.
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Herin paused at the door to the shuttle. If he'd had the capacity for sentimentality, he might have shed a nostalgic tear. He looked back at the city that had been his base of operations for his whole life so far. Smoke rose from distant fires, and the distant sounds of rioting and battle could be heard faintly.

He'd done what he could to get the chaos started, and his efforts were planted in willing soil. Riots were already starting over this new law, and gang war would sweep the city. Without Chief Roeder, there would be no one to stop it.

It all seemed fitting. He grinned.

"You'll never be the same, Techterra," he said. Then he stepped on board the shuttle.
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Sehren Senn gnashed and fumed and twisted in his restraint jacket. His arms were bound up, wrapped around himself, and his room had a thin foam on the walls and floor, making them squishy and harmless.

A narrow window graced one side of the room, but it was silvered so that he couldn't see through it. He could only see faint shadows and vague movements.

Shadows began moving on the other side. The observers had arrived again.

"I'm not crazy!" he blurted, surging to his feet. He had to make them understand. He stumbled to the window and pressed his face against it. "I'm not crazy! They're coming from another galaxy! They move too fast to see! That's why you haven't seen them yet, but they're coming! They're going to eat us! I told you! Herin Kasra sent them! Transfer me! Just transfer me to a different planet! They're coming!" His face distorted as he pushed it harder against the glass. "You have to let me go!"

The shadows continued moving behind the glass and didn't respond.
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The Emperor sweated in the vestibule. He just needed to put the finishing touches on his efforts.

He finished at last, stood back, and admired his handiwork. It was not his tidiest job, but it would do. He walked back into his bedroom, then moved one of the chairs from the vestibule to just inside his bedroom and positioned it facing out toward the little antechamber.

Next to the chair he carefully piled the food he'd been collecting. He didn't actually need to eat very often, so he'd been saving up as many parts of the meals they'd brought in as he could manage--mostly the parts that would keep well, or were packaged. They made a tidy stack next to his chair.

He smiled. Everything was ready. Now all he needed was a guest.

He closed his bedroom door and settled himself in the seat, waiting, with a smile on his face.
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Grimthorn sat on the sofa in their nook, with Kinnit curled up and tucked under his arm. As usual, he was reading through his physical copy of Origins of the Imperium, and she was reading another space adventure novel on her scanner. They had their shared bedroom, but they still spent a good bit of quality time in their nook. It was quiet and cozy and still a place they enjoyed spending time together.

Kinnit reached the end of her chapter and lowered her scanner, looking thoughtful.

"Grimthorn?" she said.

"Mmhmm?" he replied distractedly, his eyes still on his book.

"Do you think the galaxy will ever be at peace?"

He looked up from his book.

"What do you mean?"

Kinnit stared off into space.

"Well... it's just that, since we started working together, everything's been so tense. It seems to all be getting worse. Is it like this all the time? Is the Imperium just... constantly under threat?"

Grimthorn laid his book aside and rubbed her arm with the hand he had around her. He thought for a bit before he answered.

"Not really," he said finally. "For a long time, there weren't any real threats to the Imperium. When I started as a young captain, there were battles, of course. Pirates. The Fyronix--they were always agitating, or raiding, or launching surprise attacks on our outposts, but it was nothing like we've experienced in the last year." He frowned. "Most of the battles early in my career were battles of expansion. We were growing the Imperium. Now we've settled down some. I think we've found most of the advanced spacefaring species in the galaxy. Found them, and either subdued them or had them join the Imperium."

He looked down at her.

"That's why the Navy was in such a poor state. Captain Denth was a coward and a traitor, but he was right about one thing: the Navy was getting flabby and ineffective. We had no real threats, but we still had these massive fleets. It became a safe place to build a career, rather than a place for brave young citizens to stand up against the enemies of the Imperium." He paused, then backtracked a little. "It's important to have a powerful Navy, of course. The looming existence of the Navy has protected us from far more threats than fighting ever did. Nobody dares to attack the Imperium anymore."

Kinnit looked thoughtful.

"So what happened? Why did everything get so... so crazy?"

Grimthorn frowned.

"I don't know." He looked at his book lying on the table. "Much of this latest upset has centered around Sehren Senn's conspiracy. He led the conspiracy that brought the Oryndrax in, and the investigators think he was behind some of the unrest in Techterra as well. The arrival of the Feeders, well, I guess that's just bad luck on top of everything else."

Kinnit frowned.

"I don't want to wish ill on anyone, but... I hope Senn stays in prison for a long time. And I hope he doesn't like it."

Grimthorn smiled.

"Well, nobody's ever escaped from the cells below Techterra. I doubt Sehren Senn will be the first."

Kinnit sighed.

"Why did he even want to ruin the Imperium?" she said.

"Probably just a crime of opportunity." Grimthorn shrugged. "I suppose that an Imperium at peace looks like an Imperium that's weak. Many people--most people--will just live their lives if you let them. But there are always a few folks that will want to take and destroy. Like pirates. That's where having the Navy as a powerful deterrent comes in. Destroying a few bad actors in shocking and colorful ways keeps the rest of the bad actors in line so that the majority of the citizens can live in peace."

Kinnit laid her head against Grimthorn's shoulder.

"This is not what I thought living in the Imperium would be like," she admitted. "I want to be with you, spend my time loving you, not just fighting enemies. It's exciting, but... I want time for us to be a family. I want us to be more than just co-warriors together."

Grimthorn smiled, warmth filling his chest.

"It'll get better," he said. "We'll destroy this last threat to the Imperium, then I'm sure things will calm down." He tapped her nose playfully. "Then we'll build our family. Together."

She snuggled deeper into him.

"I'd like that," she said. "My whole life, I've struggled. Against the cat-bears on Takkar. Against starvation. Then later, against the laws of the Imperium, and also her enemies. But now I have you." She looked up at him. "Now it's not just me against the galaxy. It's us." She snuggled into him. "The galaxy isn't so scary with you in it."

Grimthorn chuckled. "You're probably the only person who would ever say that," he said. "But I'm glad." He squeezed her. "I want to make sure the galaxy is only filled with wonderful things for you." He rested his chin on her head. "You deserve it," he said quietly.

She closed her eyes and relaxed in the circle of his strong arms.
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The planet Ceon 12, home of Techterra, spun through the Ceon system. The golden beams of the system's star glittered off the sprawling city laid out on its surface. The eleven planets that circled closer to the star gleamed dully, their surfaces baking under the scorching heat.

Steady traffic shuttled to and from the surface below, aimed at the transports and haulers that hung high over the surface of Ceon 12. The flight control station that orbited over Techterra kept up a steady chatter, directing the constant flow of ships streaming into and out of the jumphole of the Ceon system.

Goods and people and money flowed in and out of the system ceaselessly, as they had for uncountable years. Nobody spared a moment to worry that it might all end in an instant.

With unsettling suddenness, the Ash-Tongue's boneship appeared. It hung silently for a long moment, gazing down at Ceon 12, the planet teeming with rich food.


ONE HUNDRED TWENTY-FIVE
THE FEEDING OF TECHTERRA


Shab and Burin watched the traffic streaming into the sector. Shab was leaning forward, speaking into her console, clinging tiredly to her professional air.

"Hauler 08, I respect that you were here first, but I have to get the cargo train out of the way so that everyone has room to maneuver," she said with professional weariness. "Please pull aside from the jumphole line so they can enter."

"Some folks are still stuck on school rules for lining up, huh?" Burin said, a half-smile quirking his face.

Shab sighed and scrubbed at hers.

"We've only been doing traffic this way for..." she checked her watch "...seventy years now. You'd think they'd get the memo, eventually."

Burin chuckled. "Well, keep at it," he said. "Sooner or later some of them are bound to figure it out."

She gave him a tired smile and turned back to directing the heavy flow of traffic miles above Techterra.

Burin "hmm"ed at his console.

"What's up?" Shab asked.

"Look at that ship. Where'd it come from?" Burin pointed at his console.

Shab paused her argument with another long hauler to glance over.

"Probably a rookie hauler that wandered into the inbound jumphole lanes. Direct him back to his lane."

"No, but... I don't have record of them coming in through any of the jumpholes. He's got no transponder, and... that's a lot of mass."

Shab frowned as she looked more closely at Burin's console.

"What the what?" She peered at the readings. Burin leaned back to give her a clear view. "That can't be right. Re-calibrate your sensors. I'll check it from my side." Shab turned back and tapped at her console. Her frown deepened. "Well, it's not your sensor array. At least, not just your sensor array."

"Should I stop recalibrating?"

"No, go ahead. It's past time to do that anyway. We'll put traffic on hold for a minute while I contact them."

She leaned forward and spoke into her console.

"To the unidentified vessel bearing two-four-two, declination seven-five, your transponder is not transmitting. Please state your designation and cargo."

No response.

"I say again, unidentified vessel, state your designation and cargo. You are currently blocking all traffic over Techterra."

The airwaves were quiet.

"Okay, contact Techterra Ground Defense, just in case," Shab told Burin. "No telling what these guys are up to. Could be a medical emergency with the pilot." She shook her head. "It's probably nothing, but better safe than sorry."

Burin nodded and began the process.

"Unidentified vessel, be aware that you are violating Ceon 12 flight path regulations. Please be aware that this could result in heavy fines and loss of flightspace privileges. Respond immediately."

"TGD has been notified," Burin said. He swore quietly as he reviewed his console. "A few ships are jumping out without authorization. Should I flag them?"

"Don't bother, as long as they're not shifting lanes or getting too close to anyone else."

Burin's brow wrinkled. "Shab, did you do anything with the Imperial relay?"

"No, why would I?"

Burin pointed at his console.

"It's sending a signal out on all Navy channels. A real screamer."

"What the what?" She glared at his console. "Okay, I'm deep-scanning this guy. We'll send the data to Ground Defense. Something screwy's going on here." She tapped at her console. A visual popped up on their shared monitor.

They stared at the visual in silence for a moment.

"What the what is that?" Shab said breathlessly.

A massive, jagged sphere hung over Ceon 12. As they watched, tiny gray-green ships began wriggling out of the countless holes in the surface of the boneship.
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Grimthorn sat bolt upright in his bunk. The lights in their bedroom were flashing red. Kinnit sat up more slowly, rubbing her eyes.

"Grimthorn?" she said.

"The Feeders," he said. "They've been detected."

Adrenaline forced Kinnit's eyes open.

Without a further word, they rose, quickly dressed, and ran for the bridge.
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Old Master Chief Jack Lonharrt--Chief Jack, to everyone that knew him--stood in the control room of the Techterra Ground Defense Force, his hands clasped behind his back. He wore a white uniform that matched his white beard. His face was hard as he watched the data streaming across the massive screen that covered one wall. Around him were rows of operators, sitting at their consoles.

"Fully charge all ground cannons," he said. His voice was gravelly and quiet, but weighty with authority. "I want every defense prepared to engage."

"Yes, sir!"

He watched the mass overhead, then waved a Petty Officer over.

"Go to Admiral Dure," he said. "Tell him I want authorization to unlock the Slingshot. Run!"

"Sir!" The Petty Officer dashed off.

"Chief Jack!" Another Petty Officer burst into the control room. "Those little ships are headed for the surface! There are thousands of them!"

The old Master Chief nodded. He turned to one of the junior officers at a console.

"Lem, any word from CenCom?"

"Message coming through now, sir." The officer paused. "We are clear to engage all unknown vessels."

Chief Jack nodded grimly.

"So be it. All stations are weapons free. Commence firing."

"Sir! A report from the Ninth Fleet! They're sending us some data on these invaders!"

The old Master Chief frowned.

"Those idiots couldn't have sent us this earlier?" He scanned the data on the screen. "Sparse enough information anyway. Well, we'll get some more data for them, at least. Give me visual."

Views from various defensive cannons scattered around Techterra appeared on the screen. Small, round, gray-green ships were descending in countless numbers. Chief Jack grunted.

"They look like scarab beetles." He frowned. "Don't wait for them to get in range," he said. "Open fire, let's see if we can't disrupt their formation."

On the screen, the heavy defensive cannons began shooting at the incoming fleet. The video was silent, but the images were filled with sparks as the cannons began hammering bright red bolts of energy into the sky over Techterra.

Chief Jack frowned as he watched the gray-green ships tumble as they were hit by blaster bolts. They simply corrected and moved back into formation, spreading out into a hexagonal grid over the city.

"We're not doing any damage. Those little things are tougher than they look. We need more power," he said calmly.

The air in the control room was tense, but everyone was controlled, competent. Chief Jack marked one of the small ships on the screen. "All cannons, aim at that ship. See if we can make them bleed."

There was a brief pause on the video as all the defensive cannons re-oriented. The video suddenly filled with bright red bolts as all the cannons unleashed their fire at once.

The little scarab ship caught the bolts, one after another, spinning and flipping, soaking up dozens of hits. Thick black smoke poured out of the vessel, then it disintegrated, pieces of the flaming ship raining down on Techterra.

Chief Jack smiled wolfishly.

"We can knock them out," he said. "All cannons, let's narrow it down. Quad off, four cannons per ship. Synchronize fire as much as possible. Prioritize any vessels that get near the defensive cannons."

"Sir!" cried one officer. "Shouldn't we prioritize civilian sectors?"

"If they take out our cannons, then they can pick the civilian sectors apart at their leisure," he replied gruffly. "Protect the cannons. That's the civilians' only defense right now."

"Yes, sir!"

The control room fell silent as the guns continued to fire. More and more scarab ships flooded in. Red crackles began emitting from some of the ships. The screen continued streaming data. Chief Jack frowned.

"Sir, there are too many!" one officer cried. "We can't shoot them down fast enough!"

Chief Jack nodded.

"Then we'll knock down as many of those scarabs as we can. And pray that the rest of the Navy gets here before we're gone."
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Grimthorn stood on the captain's dais, Kinnit at his elbow.

"What's our ETA?" he asked.

"Another eight point four minutes, sir, over one more jump," Kinnit replied.

"And the other fleets?"

"We'll be the first to arrive in the Ceon system. Current estimates suggest that Admiral Cora Din with the Fifth Fleet will be next, in fifteen point nine minutes, then Admiral Balia with the Third fleet in seventeen minutes even."

Grimthorn frowned.

"What of Admiral Dermot of the Seventh?"

"Unknown, sir. They're still getting underway."

Grimthorn pinched his lips tightly.

"Very well. I want every weapon in the fleet hot. Clear the jumphole as soon as you're in-sector. Recon ships, I want full scans of everything. Get regular bursts of data out. I don't want to lose any data about this enemy if a recon ship is destroyed."

"Where should we send the data to, sir?" Kinnit asked.

Grimthorn raised an eyebrow at her.

"Signals and Intelligence. You know that."

"Sir..." Kinnit said hesitantly. "Isn't that headquartered at CenCom? In Techterra? Down there on Ceon 12?"

Grimthorn opened his mouth angrily, but paused.

"Good point, Lieutenant. Noted. Send all data to the Atlas Station in the Vippe system."

"To the Naval Academy, sir?"

"They have the second-best signal processing equipment in the galaxy." He took a deep breath. "Hopefully this ends up being a meaningless discussion. Hopefully the data's only ever useful as a... historical curiosity."

"Yes, sir."

"Admiral!" called Lieutenant Renning. "Emergency comms from Ceon 12!"

"Play it."

Chief Jack appeared on the screen, unruffled, though the scene behind him was chaos. Parts of the main screen could be seen. It was filled with ships and cannon fire. The video was staticky and choppy.

"Lieutenant Renning, see if you can stabilize that some," Admiral Stonefist said.

"Yes, sir." He twiddled with his console, and the image became coherent, if not crisp. The audio began to come through.

"--peats. This is Master Chief Jack Lonharrt of Techterra Ground Defense Force. We are under attack by an overwhelming force of unknown enemy scarab ships. Techterra is on the verge of being overrun. We are holding them at bay for the moment, but if we lose any guns, our surface defense will quickly collapse. Send all available assistance at once. Recommend general quarters for all incoming vessels, these scarabs are extremely hostile. Message repeats. This is Master Chief Jack Lonh--"

"It's a loop, sir," said Lieutenant Renning.

"Discontinue message," Admiral Stonefist said. "Send acknowledgment and fleet reinforcement time estimates to the Master Chief." He leaned on the railing surrounding the captain's dais with his knuckles. "Hang on, old hand," he said quietly. "We'll be there soon."

"Sir," Lieutenant Phet said. "We're at the last jumphole."

"Very well," Admiral Stonefist said, standing up straight. He addressed the fleet. "We don't know what we're walking into, but we know how to fight, and how to defend Imperial citizens. Standard combat entry order. All ships, get your weapons hot, and let's go."

And the Ninth Fleet began pouring into the jumphole.


ONE HUNDRED TWENTY-SIX
CONTACT


The Ninth Fleet swarmed into the Ceon system, the ships spreading out from the jumphole and forming up into their assigned attack formations. Recon and surveillance ships were deep-scanning and shipping masses of data to the comms beacons, quickly filling them so they could zip back through the jumphole and send the data to Atlas Station.

The ISS Swordheart emerged in the midst of the fleet, long and proud, ready to take on the enemies of the Imperium.

On the bridge of the Swordheart, Admiral Stonefist and Lieutenant Kinnit were finally able to see deep-scan data of the Ash-Tongues' boneship from good Navy scanners.

They paused in awe.

"What is that thing?" Kinnit said quietly, unconsciously clinging to Grimthorn's sleeve. "It's massive."

Admiral Stonefist's face hardened. The imperfect scans from the Ocher Dawn had made it difficult to get a scale on the boneship. Now, though, the size disparity was clear. If the boneship were the size of a shuttle, the Swordheart would be the size of a grain of sand compared to it. The Ash-Tongue boneship was nearly a hundred miles across. The entire Ninth Fleet seemed like a handful of dirt to throw against it. The mightiest ships of the Imperium were vanishingly tiny against the enormous boneship.

The boneship was a spherical structure of calcified beams that looked like a deranged skeleton: thin ivory columns, probably no more than a couple of yards thick each, connected at seemingly random angles, creating a haphazard honeycomb structure. The structure went deep; deeper than they could see on visuals. No understructure could be seen.

"Lieutenant Renning, what do the scans tell us about what's inside that thing?"

Lieutenant Renning paused.

"It's... hard to say, sir. Our scans can't penetrate the layer of, of..." Lieutenant Renning struggled to find a better word, but finally gave up. "We can't get through the bone structure, Admiral." He shuddered. "It's actually organic."

Admiral Stonefist grimaced.

"Any other preliminary info?"

"They are emanating a reactance energy signature, sir. There's at least one reactor somewhere in there."

Grimthorn grinned.

"If they have a reactor, it can be deactivated. Preferably at high velocity. Very good. Anything on weapons or shielding?"

"No shielding like we've seen, sir, though maybe they have unknown tech. For weapons, there's nothing that we can tell, sir. Our scanners can't get through the bone."

"Well, if our scanners can't get through, maybe our weapons can. All vessels, prepare to fire."

"Admiral," Kinnit said. "Should we wait for the other fleets?"

Grimthorn shook his head.

"People on the surface are fighting for their lives right now. Every second matters. Let's give these Feeders something to focus on besides killing citizens."

Kinnit nodded firmly.

"Yes, Admiral."

Admiral Stonefist glared at the boneship. Besides the structural struts, the surface was featureless. There were no glowing orbs, no giant dish, no big cannons, nothing that said "shoot me here."

Admiral Stonefist marked a spot on the boneship. Besides being accessible to the entire fleet, the location was more or less random.

"All ships, prepare salvo. We're going to hit this thing as hard as we can in one spot, see if we can punch through. Echelon formation on my flanks. We'll give them one big hit, then circle around and form back up."

One by one, the ships of the Ninth Fleet signaled readiness. Once they were prepared, Grimthorn signaled for the attack to begin.

"All right, everyone. Don't get intimidated by its size. It's big, and that probably means it's slow. All ships ahead full. Let's show these Feeders what it's like to tangle with the Imperium."

Every fleet ship with a weapon surged toward the bone ship. Reactance streamed behind the mighty fleet as it swept toward the silent sphere.

"All ships, open fire!"
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Chief Jack watched the screen with growing tension. He stood in the center of the control room in Techterra Ground Defense Force HQ, rock-steady with his hands clasped behind his back, staring at the screen.

The scarab ships were not indestructible, but they were wickedly tough. It took focused fire from multiple cannons to knock even one of the small ships down. Worse, if the fire let up, they seemed to have some kind of self-repair capability that quickly undid the cannon's work.

He'd reassigned the cannons into octets--groups of eight. Four cannons were simply not enough to reliably take down one scarab. The Techterra Ground Defense firing was effective but slow, and the scarabs kept sweeping in with their uncountable thousands. The scarabs struggled to keep the hexagonal formation they seemed to prefer, but they were creeping closer and closer to the defensive cannons.

Chief Jack frowned, his bristly white beard folding into the lines of his old face.

Techterra was losing, and fast.

It was only a matter of time. Sooner or later, those ships would reach one of the gunnery stations--probably on the east side, if his estimate was correct--and start taking them out. Once the cannons started to fall, what little resistance they were providing was going to disintegrate.

"Where is Petty Officer Amminius?" he barked. "Has anybody heard from Admiral Dure? We need the Slingshot!"

As though summoned, the door to the control burst open and Petty Officer Amminius tumbled in, falling to his knees. He was gasping for breath, having sprinted at top speed from the comms station. He held up one hand with a thumbs-up to the Master Chief.

Chief Jack swept a finger toward one of the consoles in the corner of the room.

"Get the Slingshot warming up." He looked at the swarm rolling over the city. "We may not be able to stop this invasion, but we'll bloody them up before we go."

"Yes, sir!"

The battle continued to unfold. The scarabs were advancing, drawing closer to the cannons.

"Sir!" cried one of the station officers. "Some of the scarabs are leaving!"

Chief Jack quirked an eyebrow.

"Where to?"

"They're going off-planet! Back up toward the boneship!" The Petty Officer scanned his console. "It's the Ninth Fleet, sir! They're attacking the boneship!"

Some of the tension unwound from Chief Jack's shoulders.

"Praise the Emperor," he said quietly, closing his eyes. "The Spear of the Imperium is finally here."
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The Ninth Fleet was arrayed against the Ash-Tongue boneship.

"All ships, open fire!"

The fleet unleashed everything they had. They charged the impassive sphere, firing blasters, ion cannons, and mass drivers. Hundreds of torpedoes streaked toward the enormous vessel. All their fire converged on a spot only a few hundred feet across.

The attack impacted the boneship. A fury of explosions and impacts rocked the surface. The thin struts blew apart easily, shattering and scattering bits and pieces into the void. Torpedoes detonated, tearing the haphazard structure to pieces. The surface was shredded by the Ninth Fleet's powerful attack.

The ships of the fleet pulled up, circling away. A vast cloud of shattered material sprayed out.

From the surface of the planet, a swarm of scarabs streamed back to the boneship. They approached on the far side from the Ninth Fleet. Rather than land on the ship, they navigated in through the gaps in the structure, wriggling deep into the honeycomb.

"All ships, ready another salvo and come around," Admiral Stonefist said. "Lieutenant Renning, scan. What did we manage to do against that thing?"

"Scanning, sir." Renning clenched his teeth in frustration. "It will take a minute, Admiral. The organic debris is occluding the sensors."

"All possible speed, Lieutenant."

"Yes, Admiral."

Admiral Stonefist pulled up visual while Lieutenant Renning struggled with the scanners.

The sphere appeared on the main screen.

"Did we... do anything to it?" Kinnit asked, her voice tinged with despair.

At first glance, the boneship appeared unharmed. The crazy honeycomb structure of the ship made it difficult to see any damage.

"It's ablative armor," Grimthorn said, a grim tone in his voice.

"Sir?"

"Armor that's designed to crumble when it's hit. It soaks up the damage so that whatever's behind it doesn't have to." Grimthorn pinched his lips. "All ships, another salvo! We'll get through this layer of armor! Fire!"

The Ninth Fleet unleashed its fury again, a thousand warships hammering every conceivable weapon at the Feeders. The attack resulted in another spray of bone chips and a cloud of debris.

"Lieutenant Renning! Anything?"

Renning shook his head.

"It's no good, sir," he replied. "We'll have to wait until the organic matter is cleared before the sensors will read anything."

"Get the Infographers on the horn, see if they can parse anything out of scan data from the fleet. And be sure every bit of it gets to Atlas Station."

"Yes, sir."

"Ships, prepare a third salvo," Admiral Stonefist said. He peered at the boneship on the main screen, trying to make out what degree of damage they were inflicting. "I wish I knew how thick that layer of ablative armor is."

Kinnit was busily scanning the trickle of data that was coming back from the Infographers. She looked sick.

"Admiral... I don't think it's a layer."

"What?"

"That ship... I think it's that same structure the whole way through."

Grimthorn hissed in through his teeth.

"That's a bad thought." He squinted at the main screen. "All ships, open fire."

The fleet leapt forward again. Admiral Stonefist watched the visuals on the screen carefully as the Swordheart rushed the boneship.

Grimthorn swore. "I think you're right," he said as the Swordheart emptied all its weapons at the enemy.

The fleet peeled away from the ship.

"It makes sense," he said, thinking fast. "They don't necessarily need a main body for their ship. The structure in that thing is so big they could just have little modules scattered through the whole mass, buried deep." He nodded grimly. "You could have the reactor in one area, and engines miles away from it. If those struts are conductive, you wouldn't even need cabling. Just run power through the whole structure."

"How can we find anything to hit in all that?" Kinnit cried. "That thing's got--" She did some quick mental calculations. "--Nearly four million cubic miles of volume!"

"Sir!" Lieutenant Renning called. "We've got a damage estimate!"

"Go ahead, Lieutenant."

"Sir, we've destroyed... um, nearly point one two percent of the surface, sir."

"Run that again?"

"Point one two, sir. Just over a tenth of a percent of the surface, sir."

Grimthorn's face stiffened.

"How deep did we get?"

"Hard to say, sir."

"Estimate."

"Umm... based on the Infographers' analysis, probably no more than a thousand feet, sir. The struts just... soak up everything we're throwing at it."

"Sir," Kinnit said, "it's possible we could tunnel straight through that thing and never hit anything vital. For that matter, there's nothing to say they can't move vital modules around in there if we start getting close."

Grimthorn sneered.

"Fine, then. They don't seem to have much in the way of offense. We'll tear that thing to pieces, even if we have to chip away at it for a hundred years."

As Grimthorn finished speaking, the last of the scarabs wiggled their way into the boneship.

Then the Ash-Tongues showed that they did indeed have something in the way of offense.


ONE HUNDRED TWENTY-SEVEN
THE SPEAR SHATTERS


Admiral Cora Din stood on the captain's dais of the ISS Striker, her arms crossed. She pursed her lips as the unreality of jumpspace sleeted past her. Even after all these years, the terror of jumpspace had not reduced a single shred. Just as she did on her first day as a cadet, she wanted to drop to her knees, cover her head, and howl in terror.

But that would not be proper. That was not how an Admiral of the Imperium behaved. That would weaken the morale of the crew.

That was not who she wanted to be.

She would be controlled. She would keep things tight. Rigid, disciplined, orderly, and by the numbers. That was the way to run a ship.

Mostly.

As much as she disapproved of Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist and his cowboy tactics, she reluctantly had to admit--to herself, at least--that he was effective. More so now that he had his strange companion by his side. Admiral Cora Din often wondered if the Kobold was more Assistant to him or more wife? It was an unusual, non-regulation relationship, and Admiral Cora Din disapproved of that more than anything else.

She reflected again whether she should have expressed her feelings to Admiral Stonefist when she'd had the opportunity those many years ago.

She frowned. Of course not. That would have been a terrible idea for everyone involved.

She scoured herself with her regrets. It kept the terror of jumpspace at bay, at least a little.

The Fifth Fleet emerged from the jumphole into the Ceon system. Her console immediately filled up with reams of data. She scanned it, reviewing the information about the Ash-Tongues.

Of course, the cowboy's approach was going to be to punch the Ash-Tongues right in the nose, so to speak. Her lips tightened. Not that there seemed to be much better of an approach available at the moment.

The boneship hung there silently, soaking up the abuse that the Ninth Fleet was pouring out on it. It didn't seem to be much affected by the hammering. A stream of smaller scarab ships was heading back into the boneship.

"All ships, form up on the flanks of the Ninth Fleet," she said. "Support their attack. Just like the exercises. We will excise this scourge from our galaxy."
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The Ninth Fleet surged forward toward the Ash-Tongue's boneship. The thousand warships of the Imperium blasted at it, chipping imperceptibly further into their interior. Another spray of organic matter erupted from the static vessel as a salvo of torpedoes struck home.

Admiral Stonefist watched the battle unfolding. It was less of a battle, he reflected, and more of a beating. The boneship wasn't responding at all to their attacks.

"Admiral," Kinnit said at his elbow. "The Fifth Fleet is arriving."

"Wonderful," he replied. "We can spit into the ocean twice as fast." He paused and shook his head. "Sorry, that wasn't helpful. Open comms and ship them all the data we've collected."

Admiral Cora Din appeared on his console.

"We're here to help, Admiral Stonefist," she said. "What's your plan?"

Grimthorn frowned.

"Not much of a plan at the moment," he admitted. "We're just hitting them with everything we've got. Our scans can't penetrate their outer layer. You've seen the data on the boneship?"

"I have. It's an unusual design." She sniffed. "With your current tactic, it could literally take years to find a high-value target in all of that."

Grimthorn's jaw clenched, but he kept his reply calm.

"Do you have a better suggestion?" he asked with all the mildness he could muster.

Admiral Cora Din looked thoughtful.

"Instead of big salvos, we could try a peeling maneuver. Line up the fleet and have them fly by one at a time in a constant stream. As each ship unloads, they move to the back of the line for another pass."

Grimthorn nodded.

"That's a good thought. Less damage at one time, but it keeps steady fire on the enemy, and gives our ships more time to recover energy before the next attack. I'll reform the Ninth Fleet for that."

"We'll start a loop alongside you, then."

"Sir," Kinnit said. "Admiral Balia with the Third Fleet is arriving."

"Good. Send him our plan. He can form a third loop. With enough time, we'll crack this thing wide open."

Kinnit had her doubts about Grimthorn's last statement. She opened her mouth to reply, but then she saw the haunted faces of the officers around the bridge. She understood that they needed morale more than technical accuracy at the moment.

"Yes, sir," she said.

"Admiral Balia," Admiral Stonefist commed. "Good to see you."

Admiral Balia appeared on his console as well.

"Young Grimthorn," he said. His voice was thin and hoarse, but his eyes were bright and sharp. "Gotten yourself in trouble again, I see?"

Admiral Stonefist smiled thinly.

"You did teach me that if I wasn't in trouble, I wasn't trying hard enough."

"All the lessons I taught you, and that's the one that stuck?"

Grimthorn chuckled.

"Something had to," he replied.

"Admiral, the fleet's running low on torpedoes and ion shells," Lieutenant Renning said.

"Use every one of them up," Admiral Stonefist replied. "When we run out of torpedoes, we'll fire probes at the thing. When we run out of those, we can fling a bucket of wrenches at them. I don't want a single fireable weapon sitting in anybody's inventory by the end of this battle."

"Yes, sir," Renning replied.

The three greatest fleets of the Imperium steadily ground against the massive boneship.

"Grimthorn, there's a new energy signature coming from the boneship," Kinnit said. Her brow wrinkled. "One we haven't seen before."

"Keep an eye on it. Maybe we've hit something that's causing problems for them."

"It's spiking, sir. I don't think it's--"

A narrow beam of white tinged with yellow lanced from the boneship. It zipped through the line of ships of the Fifth Fleet. It was almost imperceptibly thin, but impossibly bright. It pierced through hundreds of ships without dimming in the slightest.

"What the--"

The ships of the Fifth Fleet that had been touched by the beam erupted. Flames boiled within their hulls. After a few seconds, reactors began overloading. They detonated in sequence. Their reactor explosions engulfed nearby ships, torching those that hadn't even been touched by the beam.

With a single shot, the offensive line of the Fifth Fleet had been shredded.

Admiral Stonefist spat an oath.

"All ships, separate!" he barked. "Spread out! Dispersed formation!"

While Admiral Stonefist was still shouting orders, the boneship fired again, this time cutting across the ships of the Third Fleet. More explosions followed.

The fleets' formations slowly began to break apart, straining to get distance from each other.

"All speed!" Grimthorn yelled. "Get some range!"

The weapon of the boneship lit the blackness over Techterra once again, cutting through the linear formation of the Ninth Fleet. Grimthorn watched in horror as a hundred ships of his fleet began boiling, then erupted, detonating like a string of firecrackers.

"No!" Kinnit cried.

Grimthorn slammed his fists down on the banister circling the captain's dais.

"Get apart!" he yelled. "Faster! That thing's going to take this fleet apart! Get out of reactor overload range of everyone else!"

The boneship fired again and again, cutting mercilessly through the fleets.

"Lieutenant Renning!" Admiral Stonefist said. "I want all weapons targeting wherever that beam is coming from! Shut it down!"

"It's firing from a different spot in the boneship every time!" Renning cried. "It's not just coming from one spot!"

"Then shoot at the last place it fired from! Kinnit! Get the Infographers looking for a pattern! Is it one weapon, or a bunch of them? Anything we can use!"

"Yes, sir!"

The boneship sliced into the boiling fleets of the Imperium as they scattered. As the fleets spread out, the reactor explosions damaged fewer ships, but the beam kept up its firing cadence, each blast cutting through multiple vessels, destroying Imperial ships in a deadly, tedious metronome tempo.

Grimthorn swore mightily. The Imperial fleets were still firing back at the boneship, but the return fire was sporadic, unfocused.

"Sir! We have comms from the surface!" Lieutenant Renning cried.

"We're busy!" Grimthorn yelled back.

"It's priority, sir!"

"Fine." Grimthorn slapped his console. The face of Master Chief Jack Lonharrt appeared. "Make it quick!" he barked.

"Admiral," Chief Jack said, unrattled. "We've got authorization to use the Celestial Slingshot. It's warmed up and ready to go."

Admiral Stonefist's jaw clenched. "So shoot that thing!" he cried.

"Admiral, it's only got one shot. Where should we hit the ship?"

"Anywhere!"

Kinnit grabbed Grimthorn's sleeve, drawing his attention up to the main screen.

"ISS Guardian!" he exclaimed. "You're too close! Get off our flank! Get off--"

The boneship's beam fired again, zipping through the Guardian. The stricken ship rumbled, flames belching from every port and bay.

"Helm, hard starboard, all engines! Emergency evasion! Emergency--"

The Guardian's reactor erupted, engulfing the ISS Swordheart in its final, fiery explosion.
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The moon Callix, high above the planet Ceon 12, hung silently, far from the fighting. Its pale surface reflected the light of the yellow star Ceon down on Techterra. To the Techterrans, it had long been a symbol of peace.

It was also the home of the Celestial Slingshot.

A deep rumbling began beneath the moon's surface. Reactors that had not been powered on in decades sprang to life, pouring energy into massive, complicated systems. Deep within the moon, ring-shaped coils--big enough to fit a long-haul freighter through--began to shift. Systems powered on, self-testing and preparing for the Slingshot's first and only use.

Many years before, Imperial scientists had secretly bored a hole straight through the center of the moon Callix. Within the bore, they had installed a series of massive powered coils: rings of windings that could drive a projectile forward as it passed through them. By lining up the coils and powering them in sequence, they could accelerate a projectile, each coil powering up at the right moment to increase the projectile's acceleration.

The principles of the coilgun had been long understood. The more coils, the faster the projectile could go. By putting a series of coils through the entire moon, they could accelerate the projectile nearly to the speed of light.

On top of that, they'd made the projectile a nuclear warhead. When you're creating a massive secret superweapon, the world "subtlety" does not appear in any design document.

There were a few problematic aspects, of course. It could only ever be fired once. The incredible forces involved would destroy the coils as the warhead passed through. And because of the time it took to start the nuclear reaction, the warhead would actually be initiated while it was still accelerating within the coilgun. Within microseconds, the reaction would complete, the projectile would achieve critical mass, and the warhead would erupt in a superheated ball of radioactive plasma as it struck the target.

That was the theory, anyway. For obvious reasons, it had never been tested.

The timing was going to be dicey, but the practical effect was that they had turned Callix into a massive nuclear coilgun.

The coils thrummed with ominous power. A circular hatch on the surface of Callix irised open, exposing a dull, black tunnel. Deep within, the circular coils aligned, lining up on the center of the invading Ash-Tongue boneship.


ONE HUNDRED TWENTY-EIGHT
SLINGSHOT


In the battle high over Techterra, the tattered remnants of the Third, Fifth, and Ninth Fleets tried to rally. Formation and discipline were nearly forgotten as ships fought to maintain distance from their neighbors while still getting close enough to fire at the boneship.

The enormous, deadly sphere hung impassively, firing repeatedly into the fleets of the Imperium. The thin, intensely bright beam would leap from different areas of the boneship every time, but the cadence of the attacks was as steady as a pulsar.

The fleets had spread out enough that the deadly beam was only destroying a few ships at a time, but there was no defense, no place to hide. There was no escape from the steady metronome of devastation that emitted from the boneship.

Their return fire was pitifully inadequate, merely shattering some of the outermost struts of the boneship. Now that they couldn't even target a single spot on the boneship, the damage was almost imperceptible.

A few ships tried to fall back to the jumpholes, but that only clustered them up and slowed them down. The boneship mercilessly slaughtered every ship that looked as though it was trying to escape.

On board the ISS Swordheart, Grimthorn and Kinnit clung to the railing around the captain's dais. The pride of the Imperium was spinning helplessly, knocked reeling by the reactor explosion of the ISS Guardian. The officers on the bridge were tumbled back and forth, slamming into consoles and sliding across the floor.

"Engineering! Lock down those inertial dampers!" Admiral Stonefist yelled at his console.

"Trying, sir!" came the reply. "We've lost seven dampers, and the reactor output has dropped to--"

"Less talking, more fixing!"

The crew continued to tumble around the bridge. Bridge officers clung to anything they could.

After a couple of nauseating minutes of turbulence, the bridge calmed some. Though the Swordheart was still spinning uncontrollably, the inertial dampers had fully reactivated. Officers were able to pick themselves up off the floor. Grimthorn and Kinnit stood back up in the captain's dais. Grimthorn adjusted his uniform.

A loud cracking sound reverberated throughout the ship. The inertial damping wobbled a bit, but stabilized.

Admiral Stonefist keyed his console.

"I take it we just lost another damper?" he said to Engineering.

"Yes, sir. We've lost a full quarter of our dampers. The rest are running at half-capacity."

"It's good enough for now. Focus on the engines. Let's get out of this spin."

There was silence from Engineering for a moment. It was never a good sign when Engineering went quiet.

"Um, sir... that's going to be a problem."

"How so?"

"Sir, the engines are effectively gone. We... we don't have control anymore."

Admiral Stonefist paled, but maintained his composure.

"What do you mean by 'effectively' gone?"

"Three of them are destroyed, sir. One is in an unknown state. All connection has been severed to it. It may be destroyed as well."

"Admiral," Kinnit said quietly. "Look at that." She pointed at his console. His lips nearly disappeared in a pinched line.

"Engineering," he said carefully, "we're caught in the edges of Ceon 12's gravity well. Get power to that engine at all costs." Admiral Stonefist scanned the readings. "I'd estimate we have fifteen minutes before we hit atmosphere. We need an engine before then."

"Yes, sir," came the reply. The line went dead as engineers rushed to begin dragging power conduit across the Swordheart.

"This is the one situation where I'd actually like to have Captain Minius on board," Grimthorn muttered. "He could probably bodge together an extra engine out of spare toilet parts."

Kinnit smiled stiffly, but she couldn't quite bring herself to laugh. Her eyes were haunted. She turned to the console.

"Admiral," she said.

Grimthorn went rigid at her tone.

"What now?"

"It's the Seventh Fleet, sir. Admiral Lander's fleet is finally arriving."

"No!" He gripped his console. "Emergency comms to Admiral Lander! Tell him to stay out of this sector!"

Admiral Stonefist watched with dismay as ships of the Seventh Fleet began streaming in through a jumphole.

The boneship noticed them as well. The narrow beam lanced into the incoming ships, shredding their formation. As new ships streamed in, the boneship blasted them into oblivion.

"Get that message out!" he screamed.

"We're transmitting at full power, sir!" Lieutenant Renning cried. "We're getting no acknowledgment from Admiral Lander!"

The Seventh Fleet continued to emerge, spewing ships into the meat grinder. Admiral Stonefist spat a vile swear.

"Why isn't he acknowledging?" Grimthorn growled.

Kinnit laid a hand on his arm.

"He might have led the fleet in," she said softly. "The ISS Supremacy may already be..." she trailed off, her eyes filled with tears.

"Fool," Grimthorn snarled, watching as the Seventh Fleet was ground up. "So full of foolish pride." He squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his fists into his temples.

The Swordheart continued to tumble helplessly toward Ceon 12 as the boneship steadily hammered the Seventh Fleet to pieces.
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The hatch on the moon Callix gaped like an open maw. Its black depths loured expressionlessly at the slaughter in the sector. The coils within rotated slowly into place, aligning into a long line of rings, all centered on the invader that hung over Ceon 12.

On the far side of the moon, at the terminus of the bore, automated systems positioned the warhead behind the first coil, carefully arranging it so the tip was just barely within the ring.

The warhead was the size of a small destroyer. It was surrounded by a custom sabot: a cladding that wrapped it in magnetically sensitive steel, suitable for the magnetism of the coils to grab.

Reactors deep in the bowels of the moon reached their full operating capacity. They began pouring power into the supercapacitors that were attached to the coils. Each coil slowly filled with energy, preparing to unleash the Imperium's greatest weapon against the Imperium's greatest enemy.

The array hummed with pent-up power. With a click, the final supercapacitor was filled.

The Celestial Slingshot was ready to fire.

The armature manipulating the warhead pushed it forward, millimeter by millimeter, edging it into the magnetic field of the first coil.

In a flash, the magnetic field snatched the warhead and flung it forward. The next coil flung it into the next, faster and faster, each coil accelerating the warhead. The acceleration was so sudden that the back of the moon caved in briefly, then blew out, spraying rock and dust far into space.

Halfway through the coilgun, the warhead initiated, beginning the fission reaction. Within microseconds, the warhead slung across empty space, striking the Ash-Tongues' boneship with a shattering impact. The fission achieved critical mass, and the nuclear warhead erupted in a rainbow cloud of radioactive plasma.

The impact and explosion happened faster than thought. The boneship shuddered as unimaginable forces were unleashed against its structure. An enormous slice of the surface was vaporized, sublimating directly into gas. The catastrophic impact splintered the struts in a wide radius, sending a thick cloud of shards spinning out through the space around it. Flames washed through the honeycomb structure of the boneship.

There was a heavy groan throughout the structure of the boneship as the Celestial Slingshot's sole attack struck home.

The entire sector paused as though awed by the scope of the devastation.

The boneship tilted, and its firing stopped. The plasma cloud boiled away into the cold of space, leaving behind a crater. The stricken boneship rotated slowly. The impact crater of the Slingshot made the boneship look like an apple with a bite taken out.

The boneship's rotation slowed, then stopped as it stabilized. The sector waited, with held breath.

The boneship zipped out of the sector like a thunderclap, leaving behind a devastated planet and the tatters of the Imperial Navy.
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"It's gone." Admiral Stonefist let out a slow sigh of relief.

Kinnit leaned up against him, and he snaked an arm around her. Agreement to keep things professional at work or not, they needed contact with each other right now.

"Did we save Techterra?" she asked quietly.

"I don't know." Grimthorn said slowly. "There are still people down there, at least. It--it's not Brolla."

"What did it cost?" she asked, her voice hoarse with unspent tears.

"Shh. We can worry about that later. Paying the price... is our duty."

She nodded silently, clinging to him, her silent tears wetting his jacket.

"All hail the Imperium," she sobbed.

"All hail."

They clung to each other as the Swordheart continued to tumble through space, drawing ever closer to Ceon 12.

Still holding Kinnit, Grimthorn activated the comms on his console.

"Engineering, report."

"We're just about ready to try that engine, Admiral," came the voice back. "It's a patch job. If it accepts power, you won't want to push it too hard. The power couplings are, uh, very bespoke."

"Acknowledged." Admiral Stonefist looked grimly at the timer on his console that was counting down the seconds the Swordheart had left before it was irretrievably caught in the unbreakable grip of Ceon 12's gravity. "Report as soon as it's available. We're running out of time."

Grimthorn was strangely calm. He felt as though he were floating on a sea of tragedy. The Imperial Navy had been shattered. The Swordheart--and their lives--were about to be erased. The Feeders were still alive. Everything had gone wrong. Everything was gone. He felt weirdly detached.

The only real thing in the universe now was Kinnit's trembling form under his arm. He squeezed her tightly.

The timer on his console ticked down steadily.

"Admiral, we got it!" blared his comms.

Grimthorn and Kinnit sprang into action, scanning the data coming back from engineering. Grimthorn grimaced.

"It's not enough," Kinnit moaned. "Even if the power couplings hold, we don't have enough power to stabilize and break out of the gravity well."

"Maybe we don't have to stabilize," Grimthorn said. "Lieutenant Phet, we have one engine operating at..." he read the data on his console and ran some mental calculations. "At 22% capacity. We don't have the power or the time to stop ourselves spinning. Can you time the firing of the engine so that it pushes us away from Ceon 12?"

"Sir?" said Lieutenant Phet, his hands hovering over the helm controls.

"Toggle the engine on and off, Lieutenant. Push us away from the planet when we're pointed away from it. Turn the engine back off when we're pointed at it."

Lieutenant Phet swallowed heavily.

"I--I'll try, sir."

Grimthorn saluted him sharply.

"I trust you, Lieutenant."

Lieutenant Phet deftly adjusted the settings on the helm console, his eyes fixed on the ship's attitude and orientation indicators. After a moment, he activated the engines.

The ship shuddered as the lone remaining engine fired. After only a second, Lieutenant Phet cut it off again. Sweat dripped from his brow and his hand hovered over the controls as he waited for the spinning ship to enter the correct orientation again.

The Swordheart groaned as the engine briefly activated once more. Admiral Stonefist's grimace stiffened.

"I think we've overstressed the support stanchions," Grimthorn said quietly, pitched only for Kinnit's ears. "The explosion must have weakened them."

"We'll make it, Grimthorn. We have to."

The engine fired again and again as Lieutenant Phet carefully timed the activations. Grimthorn and Kinnit watched the calculations on the screen as the sharp curve of their descent stretched and flattened with each successive firing.

Finally Lieutenant Phet stepped back from the helm console.

"That's it, sir. The engine's not responding anymore. We probably blew out the power couplings."

Kinnit smiled as she ran the calculations in her head. Grimthorn's smile was only a moment behind hers.

"Good work, Lieutenant," Grimthorn said. "We've entered a decaying orbit around Ceon 12."

Lieutenant Phet looked sick.

"Decaying orbit? I'm so sorry, sir," he said. "I did my best."

"Nonsense. Our impact time is now measured in days instead of seconds. We can work with this. You've saved the ship, Lieutenant." Admiral Stonefist saluted him.

"Th-thank you, sir."

The tension on the bridge eased. Normally there'd be some cheering, or a little celebration of some kind, but the heavy toll of the battle left the bridge somber. The back of the Navy was still broken. The threat was still out there. The Swordheart was still tumbling along, helplessly spinning over the glittering city of Techterra.

But for this moment at least, they could breathe.

"What now, Grimthorn?" Kinnit asked.

Grimthorn stared blankly at the bridge monitor. He tried to focus his thoughts, to sharpen them to their usual decisive edge, but his mind was disjointed, his thoughts scattered. He stood silent for a long time.

"I don't know," he said finally. "I don't know what's next."


ONE HUNDRED TWENTY-NINE
CASUALTY REPORT


"Please maintain an orderly line," cried the guard. "Single file, stay to the left. Please maintain an orderly line."

The guard was dressed in full riot gear, with helmet, armor, and stunner firmly in place. He was helping to shepherd the masses of people who were trying to evacuate Techterra. A long line of folks, most with their arms full of personal belongings, were shuffling slowly into one of the mass transports that had been commandeered to help get people off of Ceon 12. Tensions were high and people snapped at each other as they tried to get away before the Feeders returned.

A scuffle broke out in the line as a Terran roughly shoved a Canid.

"Out of my way, subhuman!" shouted the Terran. "Stop trying to jump the line!"

"What's your problem?" said the Canid. "I'm just trying to get out of here!" He shoved the Terran back.

The Terran's suitcase fell to the pavement. It burst open, scattering clothes on the ground.

"Terrans first!" he yelled back, trying to gather his clothes together off the ground. "You aren't even a citizen! Didn't you see the new law?"

The Canid seethed. "Bunk that," he growled. "That's not a law and you know it. I'm more of a citizen than you are!"

"Yeah, go back to your home planet, subhuman!" the Terran yelled, putting his face into the Canid's.

"This is my home planet, you stupid krellspawn!" the Canid yelled back.

The guard arrived just as they started to fight. He pulled them apart, keeping one hand close to his stunner.

"Break it up," he said, separating the struggling evacuees. "You, move to the end of that line. You, go to the end of that other one."

"What? That's not fair! I didn't even do anything!" the Canid cried.

"Don't care," the guard replied. "Move off, both of you."

"Typical," sneered the Terran. "Another example of a subspecies screwing it up for a real citizen!"

"Shut up before I stun you," the guard said, pushing the Terran away roughly.

"Oh, stun me?" the Terran cried in outrage. "I'm not the one causing problems!"

"Yeah, leave him alone!" yelled someone else in line.

"You shut up!" the guard yelled back.

Mutters and curses started to run through the crowd.

"Hey, why are they hassling that guy?"

"Some subspecies was starting trouble."

"Who are you calling subspecies?"

"The evacuation ships should be reserved for citizens!"

More shoving broke out. Yelling escalated. The guard belatedly realized things were getting out of hand. He tried to push his way back to his console to call for help, but the line broke up, turning into a mob. It surged around him, pushing him further away from his console. Panicking, he pulled out his stunner.

"Make way!" he yelled, trying to push against the mass of humanity. "Out of my way!" He pushed his stunner into the body in front of him and pulled the trigger. The person he stunned collapsed. He tried to step over the body, but the crowd tightened around him.

"Hey, that guard just zapped a Nulvex!"

"Typical Terran! Any excuse to attack a non-Terran!"

The guard screamed and began stunning everyone within reach as the mob closed around him, growing ever more violent.
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Herin Kasra grinned as he scanned the news.

"Terrible, isn't it?" said Maggie Hartford, who was seated next to him. "I was down there in Techterra just a couple of days ago. Before the attack."

They were seated in a transport, headed for the Thalvannis system. Herin planned to take a short-range jumper from there back to the little campsite and communication station he'd set up on Pasoria so that he could contact his new friends.

"Yes, it's awful," he replied.

She shifted uncomfortably, looking at his grin.

"I hope everyone gets out okay. I heard that the evacuations had to stop because of riots. I can't believe that's happening."

"Yes," Herin said. "They should never have had the opportunity to escape."

Maggie gave him a quizzical look. His fixed grin was unsettling. She huffed and turned away from him.

Herin watched the news unfold of further disruption in Techterra.

He had to contact the Feeders. They were screwing it all up.

They needed his guidance.
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Admiral Stonefist and Kinnit sat in their office. The mood was solemn as they tried to sort out what was left of the Imperial Navy.

The Swordheart was limping back to Copper Grove on its remaining engine. They'd spent the better part of two days spinning helplessly in the skies above Ceon 12 before enough order had been restored that a towship was able to come along to stabilize them and pull them out of orbit. Now they were heading for the shipyards hoping that the Swordheart could be made spaceworthy again.

It was one of the few ships that was able to do even that much.

"They recovered another recon ship," Kinnit chirped. She'd been trying hard to keep the mood up. Her heart ached to watch Grimthorn at his desk. He looked so lost, so broken after the battle.

She was anguished, grieving, but she could shove that down for now. She could be there for him. She could be the emotional support he needed right now. He needed her.

There was still somebody left that needed her.

"That's wonderful," he croaked. His voice was flat, emotionless.

Kinnit cleared her throat.

"Have they found any survivors from the Seventh Fleet?" she asked hesitantly.

Grimthorn stared dully at the console.

"Nothing. Not one. Admiral Dermot led them all into that meat grinder."

Kinnit's smile faltered. That meant that Lieutenant Lena Solborne was--

She shook her head. Stay positive. She was determined to stay positive.

"Old Admiral Balia is doing well, I heard," she said. Grimthorn only grunted. "And the ISS Striker is MIA, but they could still find it. Admiral Cora Din might be okay... along with Lieutenant Voth..." She trailed off and swallowed hard. "The Ninth Fleet fared better than anyone else," she said with brittle brightness. "We're resilient. Strong."

Grimthorn's haunted eyes looked up at her.

"Strong?" He looked at the numbers that scrolled by on his console. "We're barely survivors." He picked up a slip from his desk and tore it in half. "Seventh Fleet, gone." He dropped the pieces to the floor and picked up another slip. He tore it, too. "Third Fleet, gone." Another. The ripping sound filled the office. "Fifth Fleet? Gone." He picked up one more. He tore it slowly, deliberately, his eyes fixed on the separating halves of the slip. "Ninth Fleet." The halves separated. He let them fall. His body began to shake. He put his hands over his face.

She got up and walked around her desk to stand behind him. She put her arms around him. She tried her hardest to smile for him. She struggled to keep the corners of her mouth firm, to keep from breaking down.

"We're still here," she said, her voice wavering. "We're still here, Grimthorn."

They stayed like that for a long while, sharing comfort.

Eventually they broke apart. Grimthorn cleared his throat and studiously looked back at his console. Kinnit returned to her desk.

They sank their grief in work as best they could for the next few hours.
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Grimthorn pushed numbers up the console, not really seeing them. Casualty reports, strength reports, it was all meaningless busywork. But it was something to do.

They'd rally. Pull together what ships they could. Fix what they could. The Feeders had been driven off, but they'd be back, and the Imperium was fresh out of Celestial Slingshots. And ships, for that matter.

What's next? That was the unspoken question on everybody's mind. The enemy is invincible, they must be thinking. We don't have any ships, and worse, we don't have any people left. What do we do now?

Everyone was looking to him for answers, and for the first time in his career, he didn't know.

His thoughts kept circling fruitlessly. Every time he tried to think through the problem, he reflexively started with "I'll take the Ninth Fleet and--" But there was no fleet anymore. He felt as though he'd lost both his arms. How could he fix anything? How could he do anything without the Imperial Navy?

He had the Swordheart. What was left of it. If only he'd--

He stepped on that thought hard. His body shook, but he forced his feelings down. He had already indulged his grief, and now he wanted to sink into a pit of self-loathing. But he couldn't afford to do that. Right now, he needed to think. Too many people were depending on him for him to do otherwise.

He had to be strong so others could have time to heal.

His console beeped with new messages. Most of them were meaningless, just rehashing what little they knew about the survivors. He swept the messages all away. Kinnit would deal with those. She'd parse information they needed out of all that.

He stared, unseeing, at his console while his brain churned.

"Sir?" Kinnit said quietly after a bit. "The latest casualty report has come through. Would you like an update?"

"Sure."

She cleared her throat.

"Imperial Disaster Management is still combing the Ceon system for survivors and ships." She cleared her throat again and firmed her voice. "Admiral Balia's Third Fleet sustained complete combat casualties, confirmed, with one-third of ships destroyed outright, the remainder are non-mission capable. Admiral Cora Din's Fifth Fleet sustained complete combat casualties, three-fifths destroyed outright, the remainder are non-mission capable." Her throat tightened. She licked her lips and pressed on. "Admiral Dermot's Seventh Fleet sustained complete combat casualties, confirmed, with all ships destroyed outright." She forced her voice into neutrality. "Admiral Stonefist's Ninth Fleet sustained complete combat casualties, confirmed, with one-half destroyed outright."

She let the numbers hang in the air for a bit. Then she continued.

"There were one hundred fifty civilian ships in the sector at the start of the battle. They were largely ignored by the Feeders, but there were three collisions as ships tried to flee the sector. Seven civilian ships were critically damaged and two destroyed by collisions with combat debris. Estimated loss of life in the skies is just over two hundred civilians." She swallowed hard. "Civilian estimates from the surface are more difficult to dial in. There's a great deal of chaos right now. Early estimates suggest that nearly fifty thousand civilians were... were taken by the Feeders."

"It's not Brolla," Grimthorn said dully, as much to himself as to Kinnit.

"We saved many lives, sir," she said, nodding. "We drew away the scarab ships while the Slingshot prepared to fire."

Grimthorn nodded. "What of the Feeder ship? What did we manage to do to that?"

"The news there is less good," she said. "Infography is still parsing all the scans and data from the battle, but preliminary reports suggest that we were right about the structure of the boneship. The Celestial Slingshot destroyed nearly fifteen percent of the structure of the enemy's ship."

"We spent the entirety of the spear of the Imperial Navy," Grimthorn said quietly. "Aside from the Slingshot, what damage did the fleets do?"

The corners of Kinnit's mouth were fixed in a downward arc. She hated the data.

"Less than three percent, sir."

Grimthorn stared blankly at the surface of his desk.

Kinnit cleared her throat and continued.

"IDM is coordinating a mass evacuation from Ceon 12. People are fearful that the Feeders will return. IDM is setting up refugee stations in all nearby systems." She frowned at her console. "Evacuations, however, have been halted--because of riots?" She grimaced. "Why riot now? Why can't people just get along, even in a situation like this?"

She scanned through more messages. Her breath caught. Her expression slowly morphed into one of horror as she continued reading. Her face crumpled. Tears filled her eyes, then spilled freely down her face.

"Kinnit? What's wrong?"

"Sir, the riots... have you seen this new law?"

Alarmed by her expression, he strode over to her desk and read off her console. His expression darkened with each word that passed under his eyes.

"What in Geina?" His face stiffened, then reddened. "What in Geina is going on out there? Strip citizenship from non-Terrans? What even would be the point of that?" He continued reading. "It's not ratified yet. But why would they ever even write such a thing?"

Kinnit turned her tear-washed eyes up to him. Her resolve to be strong for Grimthorn crumbled. It was too much. By itself it would be too much, but on top of the sacrifices they'd made--

"Is this what I fought for?" she asked, her voice quavering. "Is this what all those people died for?" She grew quiet, almost inaudible as she struggled to choke out more words. "Is this the Imperium?"

"This is not the Imperium," Grimthorn barked, slamming his hand down on her desk. Visions of storming Olympus with the Ninth Fleet filled his mind.

But... there was no Ninth Fleet. Not anymore.

He gripped the edge of her desk tightly, and his face grew alarmingly red. His muscles bulged as every fiber within him strained. His mind was scrambled, swept with fury.

"Oh, Grimthorn!" Kinnit grabbed him around his midsection and cried, bleating great sobs out into his office.

His fury clashed to a halt against her wave of sorrow. He gently took her in his arms and held her tightly.

His mind felt clear for the first time in days, scoured by too much grief, too much rage. Now he felt emptied of emotions.

"This is wrong," he said.

"I knooooow," Kinnit wailed, pouring her tears out onto his jacket.

"No, the Emperor... the Emperor wouldn't allow this. Think about our meeting with him. Think about him eliminating the designation of SS. Can you see him condoning anything like this?"

She looked up at him, her eyes and nose streaming. Grimthorn pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and gently began cleaning up the mess on her face.

"I... I don't know..." she said.

"I do know. This is not the Emperor. This is not the Imperium. The Imperium protects her citizens. All her citizens. Always has. The Emperor would not do this."

The Emperor's last words to him rang in his mind: "Can you trust your Emperor in this?"

"I don't trust a bunch of scummy, self-serving politicians," he said aloud. "But I do trust the Emperor." He glared at the console. "Whatever the source, whatever the cause, this law will never be ratified."

"You think so?"

Grimthorn stared into the distance.

"I know it," he said with absolute finality.


ONE HUNDRED THIRTY
TURNABOUT


Minister Aster swept down the hallway with the equipment in his arms. Minister Parsa followed, a food tray in his hands.

"It is unconscionable that our private communications were trumpeted across the galaxy," Minister Aster sneered.

"Yes, Grand Minister," Minister Parsa said meekly.

"It is nobody's business what kinds of laws we're discussing behind closed doors. That's why the doors are closed."

Minister Parsa didn't say anything, only pinched his lips shut.

"You would not believe the calls I've been getting about our new law," he continued, oblivious to Parsa's discomfort. "It's causing riots in Techterra. I want to launch a special investigation, find out how that information leaked. That irresponsible behavior is costing lives. Heads need to roll. Maybe literally."

They arrived at the door to the Emperor's chambers.

"And now we have to deal with this." Minister Aster stood in front of the closed door with his hands on his hips. "Fussing with the Emperor's juvenile games." He paneled open the door, revealing the shielding. It buzzed, slightly distorting the view of the room within. "It's been a few days, maybe he'll be hungry enough to behave himself now."

The two Ministers of the Imperial Council peered into the vestibule. It appeared empty, but the position of the door left a few areas of the room concealed.

"Really, you all act as though the Emperor's some kind of special operative," Minister Aster scoffed. "You've been watching too many pulp movies, in my opinion. But, to address your foolish concerns, we'll make sure the Emperor boogeyman is not hiding in the vestibule." He hefted the equipment he'd been carrying. "We'll use this heartbeat monitor to make sure the room is clear."

"Yes, Grand Minister," Parsa said.

Minister Aster powered on the device. Lifting it with both hands, he pointed it at Minister Parsa. It beeped steadily, in time with Parsa's heartbeat. Minister Aster squinted at the display on the device.

"According to this, you are five feet away from me," Minister Aster said. "Does that satisfy you that the device is working?"

"Yes, Grand Minister," Minister Parsa said.

"Good. I told you all that your talk of 'complicated' military equipment was a lot of nonsense. If a Marine can be trained to use it, it certainly can't be that complicated."

"Yes, Grand Minister."

Minister Aster pointed the device into the vestibule. The shielding caused a little static, but the display was clear enough. The device began beeping.

"Look there. According to this, there's a heartbeat twelve feet away, right... there." Minister Aster pointed at the far side of the room, at the door leading from the vestibule into the bedroom. "The Emperor is right behind that far door. Probably feeling very sorry for his foolish prank. Now do you feel comfortable switching this shielding over?"

Minister Parsa peered closely at the display on the device in Minister Aster's hands. At long last, he nodded.

"It seems that it's safe for us to go in," Minister Parsa said. He carefully balanced the food tray in one hand, and drew a slim remote from within his robe. He hesitated a moment, then clicked the button.

The shielding in front of the bedroom door flickered to life. Once it was fully powered, the shielding keeping them from the vestibule went out.

"Thank you, finally," Minister Aster said, sweeping into the room. Parsa timidly followed. Aster gestured around the room. "See? Nobody here. All your fretting was for nothing." He busied himself preparing the small table to hold the tray. "Now that we can get in there again, perhaps we can talk the Emperor into ratifying our new law. I'm sure that since he's had a few days without food, he'll be amenable to--"

The door to the hallway, detecting that nobody else was coming through, slid shut automatically. The panel switch next to the door blinked. The energy magazine from the Emperor's blaster was taped to the panel switch, and wired into its guts. As the door closed, the magazine detonated.

Sparks sprayed into the vestibule. Parsa screamed, flinging the food tray up in the air. Aster froze, his eyes wide with shock.

Minister Parsa darted over to the door and tried to panel it open, but the switch was gone. A blackened hole decorated the wall where it had been. He tried yanking on the door itself, but it didn't budge. He began hyperventilating.

"It's stuck!" Parsa cried. His fingers scrabbled around the edges of the door. "I can't get it open!"

Minister Aster stared stupidly at him. "What happened?" he asked, still trying to catch up with events. "What happened?"

The door to the bedroom slid open. The Emperor sat there on the other side of the shielding, looking, it must be admitted, incredibly smug.

"Two rats in one trap," the Emperor said. "That's quite a bargain."

"What... what have you done?" Minister Aster said faintly.

"Only a little turnabout. You've imprisoned me, now I've imprisoned you." The Emperor gave them a toothy grin. "It only seemed fair."

Minister Parsa pulled out his scanner and began trying to contact someone.

"Ooh, some advice for you," the Emperor said. "That scanner won't work in here. Major kudos to whoever set up the jammer. It's very thorough. Can't get a signal out at all. Believe me, I've tried. A lot."

"What... what happened?" Minister Aster said.

"You're a bit stupid, aren't you?" the Emperor said. He leaned forward in his chair. "You are my prisoners. Now, you have control of the shielding. If one of you lets me out, well then... at least one of you will have a merciful execution."

"You... you trapped us in here?" Minister Aster said, slowly beginning to get a grip on current events. "You... how dare you?"

The Emperor quirked an eyebrow.

"Yes, 'how dare I' indeed." His grin grew predatory. "I didn't expect to get two of you. That makes it all the better."

"More... juvenile pranks!" Aster exploded. "What do you think you'll accomplish with this?"

"Oh, it could go a couple different ways," the Emperor said, leaning back. "One of you could lower the shielding. That's probably the best outcome for you. But if you really have the dedication of your convictions, then that's the best outcome for me. Because we'll sit here and stare at each other, trapped, unable to move."

The Emperor reached over and snagged a handful of slightly withered grapes from his stash. He popped them in his mouth, munching contemplatively.

"I don't actually need to eat very often at all," he said, "but you... after about three days without food, you'll start to experience hunger in a way you never have before. Have you ever been truly hungry? Have you ever been desperately starving?" The Emperor rubbed his hands together. "In less than a month, the desperation will be honed to a killing keenness. And with two of you in there..." he chortled. "I wonder which of you will cannibalize the other first." He turned his eyes to the ceiling in apparent thought. "It would serve as an excellent warning to anyone else considering treason."

Parsa looked absolutely sick, but Aster grew redder by the word.

"Treason?!" Aster fumed. "It's hardly treason to save the Imperium from your madness!"

"It is not your place to save the Imperium from me. It is my place to save the Imperium from the likes of you."

"You don't know what's best for the Imperium!" Aster shrieked, leaning forward until his nose was only inches from the shielding separating them.

"It takes a truly breathtaking degree of ignorance to be so confident," the Emperor said. "I have shepherded and guided the Imperium for five hundred years. You are a court flunky. Under other circumstances, you'd have been a forgotten footnote in a dusty history book somewhere. Now, you will be recorded as a villain and a fool."

"You're blinded by sentimentality and foolishness! You even kept that treasonous Chrysanthae on the council! Then you eliminated one of the great protections of the Imperium! I will fix your mistakes! I will guide this--"

The shielding that stood between them flickered and went out. Aster's rant crashed to a stop, and his face fell open in horror. He turned around. Minister Parsa was huddled on the floor, trembling, with the shielding remote in his hand. Aster turned back to the Emperor. "You--"

The Emperor surged forward and punched Aster right in the eye. The Minister crumpled to the ground. The Emperor picked him up by his neck and flung him bodily into the bedroom. Aster sailed through the door and crashed into the far wall. He fell to the floor, unconscious.

The Emperor stood over Minister Parsa, who quivered on the floor. He wordlessly held out his hand. Minister Parsa handed up the shielding remote. Then he prostrated himself before the Emperor.

"M-mercy, Your Imperial Majesty," he quavered. "I--I released you, please... show mercy."

"You were part of this treason," the Emperor said. Minister Parsa flinched at the Emperor's words.

"I... it was Minister Aster, Your Imperial Majesty! It was his idea! It was his--"

"And you went along with it. All of you."

Minister Parsa put his face on the floor.

"I--I'm not a criminal, Your Imperial Majesty," he bawled into the carpet. "I'm just weak! I'm a coward!"

The Emperor sneered.

"Cowardice is a crime, when you refuse to stand against evil." He pointed to the bedroom. Minister Parsa, sniveling and weeping, crawled slowly in, following the Emperor's pointing finger. The Emperor flicked the remote, and the shielding came back to life, trapping the two Ministers in the bedroom.

"I'll be back in a day or so," the Emperor said through the shielding, "to finish dealing with you two." He fixed Minister Parsa with a steady gaze. "Since you released me, I will grant you this one mercy. In the bottom drawer of the nightstand is my blaster. I used the energy magazine for my trap, but it's still got one shot charged. I leave you to do with that what you will."

The Emperor paneled the bedroom door closed on Minister Parsa's terrified face, then turned to begin hotwiring the panel controls on the door to the hallway to complete his escape.
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Herin Kasra sat in the little camp chair in front of the transmitter he'd set up on Pasoria. He had thick headphones on, blocking out the night sounds of the uninhabited planet. He focused hard on the faint voices that came through. His voice was crisp, clear, and carried across the empty nighttime plains. He hid his annoyance behind his usual grin.

"Yes, I understand," he said. He listened for a bit. "It was terrible. But you were close. So very close. If you had only stayed ten more minutes!" More listening. "It was a surprise, but I've seen the far side of the moon. They could not have fired it again. You had already broken the back of the Imperial Navy. If you had stayed, you could have feasted on Techterra. Now, they will all scatter. They're already scattering."

He listened more, and his grin threatened to turn into a snarl.

"And who could stop you now?" A pause. "I understand it will take a couple of weeks to regrow, to overcome the damage to your ship, but--yes, there are other targets. Many other targets."

Herin bit back an exasperated sigh. For being a universe-spanning super-species, the Feeders were shockingly tentative and fearful.

Then again, once he ascended to become one of them, he could teach them some boldness.

He couldn't wait to feed on the fatness of the galaxy.

"Yes, I can provide an easier target," he said, spinning through his scanner. His grin grew more genuine, colder. "But I have another proposal. You have promised to transform me after you've finished cleaning up this galaxy. If you will start the transformation now, I'll give you the full list of all inhabited star systems. Every one." He chuckled. "Together, we can choose how best to feed."

He listened for a long time, his round glasses gleaming in the dim moonlight, his grin growing wider.

Then he began laughing and laughing and laughing.


ONE HUNDRED THIRTY-ONE
REBUILDING


The ISS Swordheart rested in one of the repair docks in the Copper Grove shipyards. Exosuited technicians swarmed over the exterior of the vessel, evaluating and repairing damage.

Admiral Stonefist and Lieutenant Kinnit sat in their office, going over repair reports. Grimthorn's face was set in a fierce frown.

"Six months," he scoffed, flinging down the stack of slips. "We don't have six days, much less six months."

"Two of our engines are completely gone, Admiral," Kinnit said quietly. "They'll need to be built new, from scratch."

"I know, I know," he groused, rubbing his eyes. "They can't just run down to the engine store and pick up new ones." He sighed. "At least the inertial dampers are easier to replace."

Kinnit smiled a little. She was pleased to see him griping. It was better than the blank deadness that had filled him since the battle over Techterra.

Grimthorn leaned forward.

"Okay, if they replace all the cracked dampers and finish fixing our second engine, we should be spaceworthy again, right?"

"Yes...?"

"The reactor's fine. Main cannon's still operational. We'll replace any damaged hull blasters. Quick and easy. The wrenchers can bolster the fatigued stringers and beams. Then we can get moving again."

"What are your thoughts, Admiral?"

"The Feeders will be back. We need to prepare to stand against them again. We sent a ton of data to Atlas Station. Perhaps the Infographers there can find something to help us in this fight."

"But we don't have a fleet, Admiral."

"Then we'll start building a new one."

Kinnit paused for a moment. She was happy to see him breaking out of his funk, but now he was back to having unreasonable expectations.

"Sir, how are we going to build a fleet? There are no usable ships left."

"We have those privateers, what were they called? The Clankers. We'll mount some weapons on their ship and dragoon them into the Ninth Fleet. With appropriate compensation, of course. Boom. That's two ships, technically a fleet."

"Well... yes, sir. Technically."

"What else? Where else can we get some ships?"

"Well, sir, there were probably some ships in dry dock or getting refits. Oh, we could check on the ISS Astral, Captain Denth's ship, see how far along that is."

Grimthorn nodded.

"Good thinking. The problem is not just ships, though, it's people. We lost a lot of good folks in the battle over Ceon 12." He frowned.

"We could rally the survivors from the battle," Kinnit said. "Even if their ships are not salvageable, if we can get them into new ships, they can still operate as a fleet." She thought for a minute. "What about the garrisons? Could we pull from them?"

"Maybe so. We wouldn't want to pull too much--that would leave them defenseless--but there are a lot of garrisons out there." He frowned more deeply. "Problem is, most of the garrison folks will not be versed in fleet tactics. They're used to dealing with raiders and pirates, one-on-one. Maybe rescue operations. They won't know how to operate as a fleet."

"Oh!" she said brightly. "What about Captain Cohrmere and his Wraithfleet? They already know all the formations and tactics, even if they're old ones!"

Grimthorn bit back his initial response, which would have been a firm "No." He forced himself to think about it.

"It's a risk," he said, "and one I don't care for. But we're in dire straits. That... is something to consider." He deflated a little. "It's a good idea," he said finally. He sighed. "I'll contact the Cryptographers, too, see if they'll work with me any. Every time I talk with them they tell me less and less."

"Yes, sir." Kinnit brightened. "Sounds like we'll have a fleet again in no time, sir! Now we can carry on the fight!" She beamed, her hope beginning to be restored.

The haunted, broken look crept back onto Grimthorn's face, but he forced it away. He knew that the Navy's next stand would be its last. But he was determined to make the Feeders regret ever having come into his galaxy.
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The Emperor strode into the rotunda, stroking his thick beard. The domed room was brightly lit, almost painfully so. The floors, walls, and even the dome above were stark white, lit by bands of blazing lights.

He walked to the center of the room and turned slowly, taking in everything. The room was circled by detention chambers, done in the same stark white. Thirteen cells ringed the room, with only a single hallway leading outward.

Each cell had a buzzing shield keeping their occupants secure within. The bunks, toilets, sinks, and stools were covered in the same white as the rest of the chamber.

Ten cells held the former members of the Imperial Council. The only marks of color in the room were the glaring red robes they wore.

The Emperor stopped.

"Rarely has the Hall of Treason been filled so," he said. "Only three cells are empty."

The Ministers of the Imperial Council began babbling, talking over each other, making excuses, blaming others, pleading for mercy. The Emperor held up a hand, silencing them.

"You will each have the opportunity to plead your case," he said. He focused on Aster.

"Why treason?" he asked.

Aster held himself stiffly. His appearance was far less refined than he customarily kept himself. He was thinner, more haggard, and his careful coiffure was growing out. He lifted his chin.

"I only ever acted in the best interests of the Imperium," he said.

"Oh, did you, 'Grand' Minister Aster?" the Emperor asked. Aster flinched.

"That was only to keep order on the Council."

"I see. And the imprisonment?"

"You were kept safe and the Imperium was kept safe. It seemed the wisest approach."

The Emperor shook his head.

"Do you actually believe your own self-righteous words, I wonder?" he asked. "Are you a liar, or simply a fool?"

"I am a patriot," Aster said, standing tall.

"You tried to force through a law that would have eliminated half the citizens in the galaxy. It would have torn the Imperium in two. How is that patriotism?"

"It was only to mitigate the damage you did by eliminating the designation of Subject Species."

"Do you even know why that designation was created?"

"To protect the Imperium from lesser species."

The Emperor scoffed sadly.

"Fifty years on the council, and you didn't even understand so simple a thing. So blinded by your own superiority, by your overweening pride."

Aster reddened.

"I ran this empire for fifty years!" he yelled. "I managed the Council! I did it! Me! You just sat back and never did anything!"

"You're right," the Emperor replied. "I didn't. But did anything really need doing?"

Aster stopped, his mouth open.

"That--there were--all the matters of the Imperium--"

"Are best left to the citizens," the Emperor said. "You were a meddler, Aster, not a leader."

"You've already just decided to kill us all," Aster sneered.

The Emperor nodded.

"I have."

"Why this farce, then? Lording it over your subjects before you kill them?"

"I want to give everyone an opportunity to bring up any mitigations. Perhaps there's something I'm not aware of."

"Just murder your loyal citizens however you like. Don't pretend that our answers could change your mind."

The Emperor gave Aster a long, unreadable look.

"What did you ever want that I did not provide?" he asked finally.

"What?"

"You felt you needed something, or deserved something beyond what you had. Every traitor does. What did you think you deserved?"

"I only deserved the respect due my efforts. My station."

The Emperor shook his head. "Just like Idrian."

"Don't compare me to that Chrysanthae worm," Aster sneered.

The Emperor smiled sadly.

"If you don't want to be compared to him, then you should stop using his words."

Aster stopped, his mouth open in horror.

The Emperor stepped back.

"Edvar Aster," he intoned, "I find you guilty of treason. Traitors of the Imperium are to be stripped of their titles, divested of their lands, and all their goods and holdings are to be confiscated. Their families will be given new names, to divorce them from the shame of treason. The traitor's names and deeds are to be stricken from every record, except for the record of their treason, so that future generations might be warned. The traitors themselves will be hanged by the neck, until the full justice of the Imperium has been measured out against them. So saith the Emperor."

Aster sank in on himself as his sentence was pronounced, looking more ashen and sick with every word.

"Mercy," Aster said quietly. "Leave me my title. Leave me my record."

"I give you mercy in identical measure to your penitence," the Emperor said. "The sentence stands as spoken."

The Emperor turned away from Aster and moved to the next cell, to hear from the next Minister.
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Grimthorn's mouth tightened as he set up the encrypted channel to call the Cryptographers. The line buzzed, waiting, for an unusually long time.

Finally it connected.

"Hello?" came an uncertain voice back across the line.

"Hello," he said. He paused for a moment to dredge up a name from his memory. "Is this Lieutenant Osira?"

"This is Osira, Facilitator to the Cryptographers," she said. Her voice seemed flat, faint, and uncertain.

"Very good. This is Admiral Stonefist. I need to speak to the Cryptographers about our preparations for defending the Imperium."

"Oh. Um..." There was a long silence. "I can take a message."

Grimthorn raised an eyebrow.

"Take a message? Aren't there any Cryptographers there?"

Another long pause.

"I haven't seen a Cryptographer in nearly a week," she said finally.

Grimthorn stiffened. "Have they all left, then?"

"No, they're still nearby." Lieutenant Osira swallowed with an audible click. "I... I can tell they're definitely still nearby."

"Well where are they?"

"I... I don't know if I should say."

"Speak freely, Lieutenant."

"Even the Emperor can't really get ahold of them," she said, her words spilling out in a rush. She sounded relieved to be talking about it. "They're only talking to each other. I can catch bits and pieces. They keep mentioning something they call the 'Sacrificial Anode,' and they talk about selecting who will wait in the chamber for the next cycle."

Grimthorn stiffened. There were implications there that made his blood boil, that he wanted to rant about, but this poor Lieutenant at the other end of the call was not the appropriate target for all that.

"Very well," he said finally. "I'll forward our plans. When--or if--the Cryptographers show back up, please let them know I'd appreciate their insights on the matter."

"Y-yes, of course. I'll let them know," Lieutenant Osira said.

Grimthorn closed the comms and stared quietly at his scanner for a long time.


ONE HUNDRED THIRTY-TWO
ASCENDANCY


Captain Minius frowned at his small console screen. He was sitting on the bridge of the Ocher Dawn, Brutus to his left and Flander to his right. They'd been gathering more scrap in the Alvor sector.

Brutus's brow wrinkled in worry. Minius had not been as excited about the scrap as he should have been. He'd hoped that once the matter of the Oracle had been settled, the Captain would return to his old self. Instead, after the news of the Feeder attack on Ceon 12, he seemed even more concerned--more withdrawn and moody than ever.

"What's wrong, Minius?" Brutus asked finally.

Minius shook his head.

"Nothing. Everything are fine."

Brutus's brow raised skeptically.

"It are fine!" Minius assured him. "I just have been thinking lately."

"Yes?"

"It are these Feeders," Minius said finally. Brutus closed his eye in resignation. Of course. Minius continued. "I did hear what they did on Techterra."

"Minius, we did what we could. We forwarded their information over to the Admiral." Brutus shrugged. "I think we helped."

"Oh, I know, we did, we did." He still looked pensive. "I do have a concern about them, though."

"Minius, what's going on? You've never worried about the rest of the galaxy before. Let's just do what we've always done, collect our scrap and take care of ourselves. The galaxy's too big for us. Leave all that to the likes of the Navy. We should focus on selling scrap."

Minius stared quietly at his console, unseeing, for a long minute.

"What if we wake up one day and there are no one to sell our scrap to?" he said.

Brutus opened his mouth to reply, but nothing came out.

"I have been hearing rumors when I go downplanet," he said. "They say the Imperial Navy were destroyed. They say the Feeders can't be stopped. Some of the older scrappers are stocking up, preparing to live in space for a long time, to get away from inhabited systems." He finally met Brutus's gaze. "They do say it are the end of the Imperium."

Brutus scoffed, but there was no heat behind it.

"That's--that's nonsense. Flander, tell him that's nonsense."

The mute robot tapped twice on the deck.

Brutus shook his head in frustration.

"Look, think about your Admiral. Do you really think he'll let a bunch of aliens destroy the whole Imperium, even if they could?"

Minius looked at his hands.

"I do not know if he can stop them. I have heard he may already be dead."

"Then what do you want?" Brutus exploded. "We're scrappers in a ship that's just barely holding together! What do you think we can do?"

"I do not know," Minius said quietly, idly playing with his fingers. "I have run away from dangers my whole life. I did run away from home in my youth and joined with the Red Eclipse pirates. I did run away from them after I did have to kill Crag Mullin. I did run away from the girl I met years later. Old Jasper did finally give me a place where I thought I did not have to run. But it is because here I can do nothing but run from place to place." He gestured at the Ocher Dawn. "This are my home. Space are my home. No planet, no government, nothing left to run from. That is what I did think. But now..."

"Look, Minius, you've been spending too much time thinking about this Admiral. We can just--"

"Just nothing!" Minius cried. "I are tired of running! I are tired of fleeing to a narrower and narrower life every time it gets hard! I are ready to stand and say 'no more!'"

Brutus recoiled in shock. Minius rarely let his temper show.

"But Minius," he said gently, "we can't do anything."

A light on the console flickered. Flander tapped, bringing attention to it.

"Comms," Minius said gruffly. He poked his console. Admiral Stonefist's face appeared, and some of the tension unwound from Minius.

"Admiral!" he said, some of his old energy returning to his voice. "It are good to see you well."

"Likewise, Captain Minius," Admiral Stonefist said. "I wanted to talk to you about your role as a privateer."

A flash of nervousness crossed Minius's face. That was Admiral Stonefist, right to the point, as ever.

"Are we doing aright?" Minius asked. "We haven't broken any rules, I don't think."

"Nothing like that," Admiral Stonefist said. "We'd actually like you and your ship to become an official part of the Ninth Fleet."

Minius's eyes widened with something like horror.

"The... Ninth Fleet?"

"Naturally, you would receive full compensation as a ship and crew of the Imperial Navy. Your vessel would be refitted to repair existing damage, and enhanced with Naval technology."

Minius licked his lips and looked at the rest of the crew of the Ocher Dawn. They looked no less horrified than he did.

"Admiral... we are no combatants," he said finally.

"There are many roles in the Navy that don't involve combat," Grimthorn said. "I was thinking your vessel would make an excellent recon ship."

"Ah... I do not know if--"

"A recon ship would scan, collect data, and report back to Central Command. Naturally you would be outfitted with some weaponry for self-defense."

"Ah, ah... I do not know about this, Admiral."

Admiral Stonefist's face became a little more withdrawn.

"I'll be straight with you, Captain," he said. "We are having to rebuild the Ninth Fleet more or less from scratch. I would not normally ask this, but we are in a deadly tight spot."

A thick, uncomfortable silence settled over the bridge of the Ocher Dawn. Even the rattling of the engines seemed muted.

"Are it really that bad?" Minius asked.

Grimthorn paused, as though wondering how much to reveal. He sighed and ran a hand through his hair.

"It's worse. Our next stand is likely to be our last," he said quietly. "And once the Ninth Fleet falls for the final time, the rest of the galaxy will quickly follow." He straightened and fixed Minius with a level stare. "I'll understand if you don't want to get involved any further. That's perfectly reasonable. If you decline, my personal recommendation would be to make yourself scarce. I'm sure you know some quiet corner of the galaxy to hide away in. Get far away from any inhabited system, and stay there as long as you can."

Minius looked sick.

"Are there no hope?"

"There's always hope," Grimthorn replied, standing stiffly straight. "Even if we can't see it right now. But I have sworn to protect the Imperium with my life. If the Feeders are going to destroy the Imperium, they'll only do it when my corpse is floating through the dead cold of space."

Minius's face softened.

"I do understand, I think." He looked thoughtful for a moment. "I will help you with this, Admiral. I will become part of the Ninth Fleet."

"Minius!" Brutus cried in shock and outrage. Even Flander managed to look surprised.

"If my crew does not want to join," he said, as much to the other occupants of the bridge as to Admiral Stonefist, "I will divvy out their shares of the Ocher Dawn's holdings. No one will have to stay."

Captain Minius took a deep breath.

"If the galaxy are to fall, I will fall with it," he said. "I will not run again to a still narrower life. I will not cling to the barest existence and call it mine. I will mean something at last." He took a deep breath. "Where do we start, Admiral?"
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Herin Kasra grinned. He was in his thinsuit, floating loosely within the structure of the Ash-Tongue's boneship. He watched as two of the Feeders prepared his place, prepared the device that would change him.

Getting here had been easier than he'd expected. After sorting out the particulars with his Feeder friends--now his Feeder family, he supposed--Herin had hired a short-haul freighter, just big enough to carry a shuttle through jumpspace. Once they were in the appropriate sector, it was easy enough to eliminate the Captain and take the shuttle. It was shockingly easy to steal a ship and shuttle when you didn't have to consider the consequences.

He was so excited to get started with the Feeders that he didn't even take his time with the Captain. Just killed him and moved on. He had bigger and better things waiting for him.

Once the boneship had arrived, he'd navigated the shuttle out of the little bay and as close to the Feeder's ship as he could manage. He'd donned his thinsuit and drifted over, navigating into the labyrinthine structure of the boneship. Movement was easy; the gaps in the struts were plenty large enough to maneuver through, and the bones themselves provided plenty of natural handholds. There was no apparent rhyme or reason to the structure of the thing. Struts seemed to simply grow and branch in random directions.

Herin had been surprised at the bones themselves. They were warm. The thinsuit shielded him from the cold of space, but the temperature reading rose as he entered the boneship. Additionally, there was a little oxygen. Not enough for him to survive without a thinsuit on, but the tiny bit of gas clung to the interior of the ship somehow.

The temperature continued rising the further in he went. Whatever the Feeders were, they liked it warm.

When he'd finally met with them, he'd nearly giggled. The closest analogy he could think of was that they looked like giant, stretchy shrimp. They had long, segmented bodies that curved in the middle, with hundreds of tiny arms. Their short arms were swift and deft as they finished the preparations.

Herin's mind went back over the conversations he'd had with them. He didn't know much about them, but he knew enough. The Feeders were effectively immortal, as long as they could feed. He'd been a little surprised about how easily they'd agreed to turn him into one of them, but in the course of their conversation it came out that Feeders were a constructed species. They couldn't reproduce on their own, so they'd developed the technology to turn other species into Feeders. There had been lots of talk about compatibility.

Eventually, Herin realized that their talk of "compatibility" had less to do with biology and more to do with mindset. He laughed to himself.

Finally, in a galaxy full of muddled thinking and misplaced morality, he'd found an entire species of clear thinkers.

The two Feeders worked around a large golden egg nestled in the bone structure. It split open lengthwise and levered open. The Feeders gestured for him to get out of his thinsuit and into the egg.

He paused only briefly. If they'd had treachery in mind, it would have been far easier for them to shoot his shuttle down than to engage in all this fuss with the egg.

He sipped a big breath and stripped down. His suit beeped atmosphere warnings at him as he zipped it open. Sweat sprang out on him and dried almost immediately as he was exposed to the thin air. It was as hot as an oven. Holding his breath, he pushed over to the egg and settled his nude form within.

The shell closed over him, locking in place. There was barely enough room to move, and his lungs were spasming. He finally had to draw breath. His diaphragm pulled, but there was nearly nothing to pull from. He gasped, trying to draw oxygen from the limited atmosphere.

The egg suddenly flooded with a gel-like fluid. It was blisteringly hot. If he'd had any air to work with, Herin would have gasped in pain. The burning fluid buoyed him, then tightened around him as the pressure rose. Herin tried to thrash, but there was no room in the egg. In desperation, he gasped again, his lungs screaming for relief. The high-pressure gel rushed into him, filling his lungs, filling his stomach, forcing its way into every part of his body.

He flailed for a moment more and then stilled. His lungs stopped screaming. His limbs stopped thrashing. Gel flowed around him. It no longer felt hot, but only comforting. A strange calm descended over him. Oxygen began flowing directly into his bloodstream without all the complicated pushing in and out of the diaphragm.

He knew from their earlier discussion that his full transition would take several weeks, but already he felt right at home.

Herin Kasra smiled for the last time as a human and began his ascendancy to a Feeder.


ONE HUNDRED THIRTY-THREE
JUSTICE


Grimthorn and Kinnit rested in their quiet nook aboard the Swordheart.

They'd settled in as usual, Grimthorn with his paper copy of Origins of the Imperium and Kinnit with her scanner loaded with space adventure stories.

Grimthorn had stared at his open book for fifteen minutes without being able to focus enough to read a single word. What sense did it make to read about the start of the Imperium as he watched over its end? The words sat like lumps on the page, meaningless to his eyes.

Kinnit had nestled under his arm, flicking through stories, unable to find one to settle on. Finally she tossed her scanner to the far end of the sofa and simply climbed fully into Grimthorn's lap.

"Well hi there," he said.

"Hold me," she replied quietly.

He smiled and set his book aside, wrapping his arms around her huddled form.

"Like this?" he asked.

"Yeah."

He gently rocked back and forth, stroking her back with his broad hand. Her breath began to hitch a little. He quietly hummed a little Kobold tune, one of the songs he'd picked up on Takkar.

They rocked like that for a bit.

"Is it really the end of the Imperium?" she asked, her voice cracking.

He kept rocking her, but his humming died out as he thought.

"I don't know," he said finally.

She whimpered and buried her face in his chest.

"I'm not ready," she said, barely audible.

"What's that?"

"I'm not ready," she repeated. She lifted her face to look at him, her tears streaming freely. "I want the Imperium to continue. I want my people to thrive. I want to have your babies. I want to grow old with you. I'm not ready for it all to be over."

He folded her in a crushing hug, laying his face on top of her head.

"Me neither," he said. "I want to protect you, to protect the Imperium. It's everything I am. But it's not enough." Hot tears stung his eyes. "I'm not strong enough to protect what's most precious to me."

Kinnit burst into sobs, clinging tightly to him.

"Why can't it be like it was before?" she wailed. "Why can't we just be together and be happy?"

Grimthorn didn't have an answer for her. So he simply held her and rocked her, and resumed humming the soothing tunes of Takkar.
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The streets of Techterra were empty. The riots had finally calmed enough to allow evacuations to continue, and most of the city had emptied out. There were still a few evac shuttles in the spaceport, waiting for any stragglers, but the streets were eerily quiet except for a lone figure shuffling along a residential area.

Elias Rhade had a steel wash pan in one hand and a wrench in the other. He was making his way on foot down the bare street. Every few steps he'd stop and whack the wrench against the pan.

"Judgment!" he cried. Clang, clang. "Judgment has come to Techterra!" Clang. "Her streets are empty, her commerce halted!" Clang, clang. "All life has stopped. The music is ended, the dancing has stilled!" Clang, clang. "They are scattered! Judgment has come!"

"You makin' a awful racket," came a voice.

Elias stopped. Sitting in a rocker on the porch of one of the houses lining the street was an old man in overalls. He had fixed Elias with glare.

"Judgment!" he cried, banging his pan again.

"I heared you already," the old man said. "'Judgment' dis and 'doom' dat. Why you hollerin'? Ain't nobody left to holler to."

"Flee the judgment," Elias said.

"Seem to me dat the judgment already come and gone," the old man said, peering meaningfully up and down the street.

"Flee," Elias repeated.

"I ain't fleein' nowhere. If the judgment come back, I'll be right here." The old man settled back in his rocker.

Elias's pan slipped out of his hand and fell with a clang to the street.

"The judgment of Techterra is complete," he said, epiphany dawning in his eyes. "I must bring the next warning."

He dropped the wrench as well and began running down the street in the direction of the spaceport.

The old man harrumphed as he rocked on his porch.

"Kids these days," he muttered. "Ain't got no sense left in 'em."
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The Emperor stood behind the podium in the Great Square on Olympus. The broad avenue was laid with cobbles, interspersed with mosaics depicting the great battles and historical moments of the Imperium.

He looked grim and unyielding as he stared at the assembled crowds. The blank stare of the cameras scattered through the audience looked back at him. To his left, in the center of the Great Square stood a gibbet, tall and white. Ten nooses hung from the top of the gibbet, each one terminating around the neck of a member of the Imperial Council.

The Emperor gripped the edges of the podium and began to speak.

"Citizens of the Imperium, I am here today to bring you an apology and a message. Many of you have heard about the law which was being developed to divest citizens of their rights and citizenship. This was done without my authorization or knowledge. This proposed law is now killed and removed from the record. All citizens know this: now and forever, you are secure in the arms of the Imperium. Never again will any law unjustly seek to take your citizenship from you. My apology is this, that I trusted the wrong men with the levers of power, and did not remove them when it became clear that they did not support the ideals of the Imperium. My oversight led to this treason.

"The Imperium faces grave enough threats from without. She needs no threats from small men within. Let these traitors serve as a warning to those who would seek after their own power while standing against the Imperium."

He gestured to the gibbet.

"The Imperial Council is now dissolved, and I will handle matters of state directly. The traitors who proposed and pushed this law will now receive justice. They are stripped of all holdings and goods, and their names stricken from the public record. They are no longer citizens of the Imperium, but are her enemies in name, as they were in fact. Thus have they chosen, thus shall they be treated. So saith the Emperor."

There was a long silence. A playful breeze ruffled the hair and clothes of the crowd.

"Haec pro proditoribus," the Emperor said with finality.

With a loud clacking sound, the mechanism triggered open, and the Imperial Council was eliminated in a single stroke.
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"Oh!" cried Minius. "Do be careful!"

"They can't hear you, Minius," Brutus said.

"I know, I just--hey! That are my central girder! Why are they taking that out?"

Brutus patted Minius softly on the back, his massive hand nearly knocking the Captain over in spite of his gentleness.

"They're Navy specialists, Minius," he said. "I'm sure they know what they're doing."

The crew of the Ocher Dawn was in a small rest station in the Copper Grove sector, watching through the portal in a sitting area while the Naval technicians worked on repairing their ship. It was a small station, designed effectively as a hotel room for those whose ships were under repair.

"Now they are taking out the aft scrap array!" Minius cried. "That are not junk, it are ballast!"

Flander tapped once firmly on the deck.

"And what are that?" Minius said. "What are they strapping to my ship?"

Brutus peered carefully.

"It looks like a torpedo tube," he said finally.

"Torpedo?" Minius wailed. "What are we to do with a torpedo? The Ocher Dawn needs no extra weight!"

Brutus sighed. "Come on, Captain. The food's arrived. Let's go get something to eat. Sitting here watching this is not good for your nerves."

Still protesting, Minius allowed himself to be led away to the small docking bay. A cafeteria shuttle had landed, and its hatch was open. Though cramped, it featured a small buffet and a few tables.

Brutus still had to sit on the floor outside the shuttle, but the docking bay had plenty of room for his bulk.

They loaded up and sat in a circle on the floor of the docking bay. Flander, who had no need to eat, still settled in with them.

"I did think they would just put in some new sensors, and maybe fix our comms," Minius fumed. "I did not know they would be taking my whole ship apart!"

"The Admiral said he was concerned about the structural integrity of the Ocher Dawn," Brutus replied.

"The Dawn are fine! It have been working flawless the whole time I have been Captain!"

This outburst caused Brutus to raise his eyebrow.

"Well, mostly fine," Captain Minius amended. "Fine enough. What right do they have to mess with my ship?"

"Technically, it's a Navy ship now," Brutus said, growing a little annoyed at Minius's whining. "That's the deal you signed up for. They're fixing their ship."

Minius frowned sourly.

"Eat your food, Minius," Brutus said.

Reluctantly, and with ill grace, Minius began shoveling food into his mouth. An uncomfortable silence settled over the group.

"I will say, the Navy puts on a good spread," Brutus said, breaking the awkwardness. "And they have plenty." Rather than using a plate, Brutus had simply piled food onto his tray. He was on his third tray, and hadn't slowed down yet. Minius grunted in response.

As the meal wound down, Minius slowed his eating, staring at his plate.

"I are sorry," he said.

"What's that?"

Minius's face writhed as he struggled to put words around his feelings.

"I are sorry I dragged you two into this," he said. "I probably should have just... run away again."

"Minius, you didn't drag us into anything. We stayed on voluntarily." Flander tapped in agreement. "It's like you said earlier, what is there to run away to? Who would we sell scrap to?" Brutus shrugged. "If I'm to die and the Ocher Dawn destroyed, at least it will be while I'm standing, instead of hiding." Flander tapped again.

Minius raised his eyes.

"You feel that way too, Flander?"

Flander tapped, then scratched on the floor. Minius snorted.

"Well, I don't know about all that," he said to the robot. "That are far loftier a sentiment than ever I did feel." He quieted. "Whatever happens, I are glad we are together. I don't necessarily give a fig for the Navy or the Admiral, but you two, you are my crew." He shifted his eyes. "You are my friends. You are my galaxy. I will stand for you." He considered for a moment. "The Admiral are all right too, I guess. Regardless of what he are doing to my ship."

He set his meal things aside and stood.

"Speaking of, I want to keep an eye on what desecrations they are doing to the Dawn."

Brutus rolled his eye, but followed his Captain. The crew of the Ocher Dawn went forward to watch the repair and refit of their ship.


ONE HUNDRED THIRTY-FOUR
TRAINING THE WRAITHFLEET


Captain Cohrmere stood on the bridge of his ship, the ISS Helix, with the image of Admiral Stonefist projected on his bridge monitor. Admiral Stonefist's face was as stony as his name.

"You understand the situation, Captain?" he said.

"I understand, sir," Captain Cohrmere said. "Every man of the Wraithfleet has taken the oath. Not one will shirk his duty. We will die to defend the Imperium." He saluted sharply. "My all for the Imperium! All hail the Imperium!"

"Very good," Admiral Stonefist said, returning the salute.

Captain Cohrmere cleared his throat. "Admiral, I've discussed with the other Captains of the Wraithfleet, and there's something we want to offer. Something that might help ease your concerns about using our fleet in battle."

"Oh?"

The Captain pressed a few buttons on his console. Soon, some data appeared in front of Admiral Stonefist.

"Admiral, we've reworked our ships some. We've used some of the jumphole devices from our roadbuilder torpedoes and wired them directly to our reactors. The code I've just sent will activate those devices across the Wraithfleet."

"What does this mean?" Admiral Stonefist asked, frowning at the data.

"With that code, sir, you can make the Wraithfleet go away."

Admiral Stonefist's face hardened.

"What do you mean 'go away?'"

"Just that sir. Initiate that code, and the entire Wraithfleet will drop into jumpspace."

Admiral Stonefist bristled. "You think I'm that callous? That I'd just throw you all back into that torment? That I'd--"

"No, sir. Jumpspace is not torment for us." Captain Cohrmere struggled visibly for a moment. "It's not... like you experience it. We don't fear traveling through the jumpholes. The only danger is that we don't want to come out. For you, jumpspace is terror, but for us it's a comfort."

Admiral Stonefist stared at Captain Cohrmere, incomprehension and horror written across his face.

"You want to go back into jumpspace?"

Captain Cohrmere saluted.

"It's where we belong, Admiral. It's where we all want to go. Some of the men say... we never really left. We're not really here, if you catch my meaning. If you determine that we're a danger, if we do something that puts the Imperium at risk, then every man of the Wraithfleet has agreed to be sent back."

Admiral Stonefist looked at the code scrolling by, his lips tight.

"I appreciate you trying to ease my concerns, Captain. But I would not use such a thing except at great need." He swept the code off the bridge monitor. "Now, form up, and let's run some exercises. I want to integrate your ships as best as we can with the rest of the fleet."

Captain Cohrmere nodded and began issuing commands to warm up the ship and prepare for mock combat.

The fleet formed up again. They began carefully stepping through the exercises they'd been through a hundred times already. Captain Cohrmere's mouth tightened.

They would do it right this time. They had to. For the Imperium. For the Wraithfleet.

Cohrmere could tell Admiral Stonefist's temper was already short, as soon as the exercises began. He reflected the sentiment. What were these meaningless maneuvers supposed to do? The Wraithfleet knew the old formations. They couldn't learn the new ones. And their--well, Admiral Stonefist called them "resets," which seemed a good enough word--their resets were a danger and a hindrance to the whole fleet. Even though Cohrmere had no idea what they actually were.

In less than an hour, Admiral Stonefist was visibly frayed.

"All right, let's stop here," he barked over the comms.

"Yes, Admiral," Captain Cohrmere said stiffly.

On the screen, Cohrmere saw the Admiral's Assistant tap his elbow. The audio went silent as the Admiral muted himself. She said something, the Admiral had an animated reply. They had a heated exchange, all in awkward silence.

Captain Cohrmere ground his teeth. Was this what he was reduced to? Watching a marital spat in silence while the fleet sat dead in space? Was this what the Navy had come to?

Was this all that was left for the Wraithfleet?

"Very well!" Admiral Stonefist's voice suddenly blared across the bridge, making everyone start. "Under the advice of my Assistant, we will try something new." Admiral Stonefist took in a deep breath and closed his eyes. "Captain... I want you to try to perform one of your resets."

"Sir?"

"Deliberately reset, please," he said. "My Assistant--we believe this may represent a useful tactic in the coming battle."

Captain Cohrmere's eyes widened a little in panic. Deliberately perform a reset? But he still had no idea what they even looked like from the outside, much less how to start one.

"Admiral, I'm not sure how we can..."

"In your own time, Captain," Admiral Stonefist said.

Captain Cohrmere nodded. He looked around the bridge, mirroring the confused faces that looked back at him.

Captain Cohrmere thought back. When resets had happened before, what had been going on?

First had been the collision between three vessels. Next had been the attack exercise. He closed his eyes. It was nothing technological. The technology couldn't even record it. It wasn't a maneuver. It wasn't a jumphole. It wasn't any confluence of gravity or any natural phenomenon.

It wasn't any of those things. It was a feeling. It was an overwhelming sense of what must not be.

He drew in a deep breath. Waves of sensation sleeted through him. Ever since they'd been rescued, he could feel, at the edges of his mind, a strange pining, an unnatural affinity for jumpspace. He always felt on the edge of scrambled thoughts, clouding his mind. He'd been shying away from it. It wasn't normal. It was something that he'd been avoiding, recoiling away from, fearing.

Now, with the Wraithfleet and the Imperium hanging in the balance, he embraced it.

"Bridge crew," he said quietly. "This is an order from your Captain. We have been clinging to realspace. Now, as captain, I'm asking each and every one of you, individually. Let go. Open yourself to what you have been feeling."

In his mind's eye, he sensed a white flare as someone on the bridge opened their mind. Another flared brightly. And another. And another. Clarity surged in his thoughts. This was what they were meant for. This was right.

When he considered the future, what would happen, he could see the tangled lines of probability in his mind. He watched them clarify, straighten, march steadily onward.

With his eyes still closed, he opened comms to the rest of the ship.

"All hands," he said. "For months now, since our rescue, we have tried to return to normalcy. We cannot. We are no longer normal, and never will be. Embrace the change. Don't hold back any longer. Let us become what we are meant to be. Let us become what we are."

He felt the ISS Helix blaze to life around him. Lightness and energy rushed through the crew. The ship itself, from the deck plates to the shielding, became part of their consciousness. They glowed with ethereal light in the eye of his mind.

Captain Cohrmere smiled.

"There it is," he said. Energy surged through the ship, through the crew, through him.

He opened his eyes.

The Admiral and his Assistant were staring at him with horrified looks.

"Captain... do you need to go to med?" Admiral Stonefist asked hesitantly.

Captain Cohrmere smiled.

"Of course not." He breathed deeply, feeling for the first time that he really understood the joy of breathing, the marvel of air. The fascination of the physical world around him. "Why do you ask?"

"Sir," Kinnit said. "Your eyes..."

Captain Cohrmere looked at his bridge crew. Their eyes turned to him, all of them shock white from edge to edge. Not one of them had irises or pupils any longer.

"My eyes are fine, Lieutenant. Everything now is... clear." He activated the controls on his console without looking. "Admiral, we are ready to begin the exercise again."

Admiral Stonefist raised a skeptical eyebrow.

"Are you sure?" he asked. "Is everything okay?"

"I am very sure."

Slowly, Admiral Stonefist began the training exercise again. They went through the preliminaries, then the Swordheart drove in with an aggressive attack, a signature Stonefist maneuver.

The Helix was already miles away. Admiral Stonefist's attack drove through empty space.

The Swordheart wheeled, slowly but steadily, coming around to bring its main cannon to bear, but the Helix was suddenly behind it--had already been behind it--in the Swordheart's vulnerable spot.

"We have you, Admiral," Captain Cohrmere said.

Admiral Stonefist stiffened on the screen.

"Very well," he said. "Again."

They went through mock battle after mock battle, maneuvering, shifting through space. The Helix danced under Captain Cohrmere's hands. He no longer needed to issue orders. The crew worked with a single purpose, a single will. Like the fingers of a single hand, they acted as one, fulfilling the will of the ship. The Helix flickered around the Swordheart, constantly staying just out of range, constantly getting into an advantageous position.

With the rush of power came a new sensation. It was a gap, a feeling of loss, a deep need, as though something were missing. Time here was so crude and limited and linear. There was a call, a pining for the place they'd left.

Jumpspace was calling them.

Captain Cohrmere pushed away those thoughts and focused on the exercises, continuing to dominate the Swordheart.

At last, the exercises came to an end. Not once had the Swordheart bested the Helix.

Admiral Stonefist stood silent, watching them for a long moment.

"I've misjudged the Wraithfleet, Captain," he said finally. He laid a hand on Kinnit's back. "I have my Assistant to thank for setting me right. I'll ask you to take your... whatever it is you've learned, take that to the rest of the Wraithfleet."

"Of course, Admiral."

A new expression appeared on Admiral Stonefist's face, one that Captain Cohrmere had not seen in quite some time.

It looked like hope. For the first time since news of Brolla had come through, the Admiral looked hopeful.
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Grimthorn and Kinnit sat in their office. Kinnit was busily working at her console, but Grimthorn was staring off into space.

"Admiral, the repairs for the Ocher Dawn are nearly completed," Kinnit said. "It will be ready tomorrow."

"Very good," Grimthorn replied with a distracted air.

"Should we let Captain Minius know? Sir?"

Grimthorn snapped back to reality.

"Hmm? Oh, I've already instructed Captain Minius to practice with his ship once repairs are done." He shook his head, bringing himself back to the present. "The... flight characteristics he's used to will have changed."

"Of course, sir." Kinnit peered at her messages. "According to reports, Admiral Cora Din is still in a biopod, but she's stable. It will probably be a few weeks for her to heal. Lieutenant Solborne is in med, but she's in a lot better shape than the Admiral." Kinnit sighed. "I'm so glad the ISS Striker survived the battle, even if it can't fly anymore." She blinked away tears. "I'm glad Lena's going to be okay."

"Mmhmm," Grimthorn said, his eyes fixed on the far wall.

She looked at him. "Grimthorn? Is everything okay?"

"Yes. Yes, of course, it's fine."

"What's on your mind?"

"Just... recent events." He frowned in thought. "I'm not sure how this is going to go. But now, with the Wraithfleet doing their... whatever it is they're doing... could we stand against the Feeders?"

Kinnit smiled brightly.

"We're a lot closer than we were a few days ago!" she said.

"Even so, we don't have the firepower to do much damage to that Feeder ship." He stared back into the distance. "But still..."

Kinnit smiled at him. She decided to leave him to his ruminations. She could harass him with work when he'd had some time to process everything.

She began going through messages, and almost immediately broke her silent promise.

"Grimthorn!" she said.

He snapped his attention back to her again.

"What's wrong?"

"The Emperor! Have you seen?"

"What?"

She bounced out of her seat and danced over to his desk.

"Grimthorn, bring up your messages!" She bumped his shoulder. He reluctantly pulled up the messages on his console.

Kinnit's mouth dropped open. Hundreds of unread messages scrolled by.

"What's all this? Grimthorn, have you not been reading your messages?"

He shrugged uncomfortably.

"We've had a lot going on," he said moodily.

"Well go down," she said. "Get to today's messages." He scrolled down through the list. "There! That one!" She pointed at his screen. "Read that message!"

Grimthorn's brow furrowed as he read through details. He breathed out a sigh of relief.

"That awful law has been killed," he said. "Along with the Imperial Council," he noted.

"Right? Look, and look, the Emperor codified that 'human' refers to any sentient species of the Imperium! Nobody can try to pull that legal maneuver again."

Grimthorn smiled. He put his arm around her waist and pulled her close.

"I'm glad," he said.

Kinnit smirked. "I told you the Emperor would never do anything like that."

Grimthorn laughed. "Thank you. I... needed some positive news today."

Kinnit held him for a bit. Her eyes drifted to his console.

"Grimthorn... when's the last time you cleared your messages?"

He shrugged, disrupting their hug a bit.

"Does it matter?"

"It could. I bet a nice clean message list would help clear your mind."

Grimthorn quirked a half-smile.

"Sounds like some of that pop psychology."

"No, they've done actual studies where--" she paused and peered at him. "Grimthorn Stonefist, are you making fun of me?"

"Wouldn't dream of it," he said with a barely suppressed smile. But he started navigating through his messages.

He quickly scanned a few. His brow wrinkled.

"What is all this?" He flipped through a few more.

"Grimthorn? What's wrong?"

"These messages." He flipped through. "They're from garrisons... private security... all kinds of organizations."

"What do you mean?"

He turned and looked up at her, standing over him. His face had a strange, almost stricken expression.

"They're offers of help."

Kinnit frowned.

"Help?"

"Yes, they're..." He flipped through a dozen more. "They're offering ships, materials, weapons... this restaurant's even offering to bring a couple hundred meals to the fleet. It's like the whole Imperium is offering to help." His expression was mystified, almost troubled, as though he couldn't even conceive of what was happening.

"Well that's... good, isn't it, Grimthorn?"

"It's... yeah." He sat back. "Twenty years I've commanded the Ninth Fleet. We've always stood alone. Was this... were people like this the whole time? Was that all we needed? A reason to come together?"

Kinnit laughed gently and squeezed him around the shoulders.

"People of the Imperium have always been like that, Grimthorn. The Imperial Navy has protected them for so many years. Now the Navy's in trouble and they want to do what they can to return the favor."

Grimthorn sat in shock.

"It's been so long." His eyes were moist as he stared at the huge list of messages. "Is this real? Do the people really support us?"

Kinnit kissed the top of his head.

"They always have, my wonderful husband."


ONE HUNDRED THIRTY-FIVE
APPROACHING VELONIA


Herin Kasra rolled in his egg, reflecting. His body was already well into its transformation: elongating, bending, growing hundreds of tiny new arms. He could already flail them around a bit.

Herin was in constant communication with his new family. The Feeders had some kind of mental connection--something like telepathy. But his thoughts were no longer distinctly his when he was connected to the others. They became a soup of... not quite discussion, but not quite reflection, either. Like an indecisive diner thinking about where to eat in a city full of amazing restaurants.

Herin had already divulged his population map of the galaxy, and worked with them to select their next target--which garden to harvest next. The Feeders' instinct was to rush to the nearest, fattest system and begin eating, but Herin's communication was of caution, of careful strategy.

Think through it. Be safe. Eat well.

As Herin's body transformed, he understood a little better why the Feeders operated as they did. Along with the changes to his body was a strange sensation, an overriding need. The closest thing he could liken it to was a deep, abiding hunger. He wanted to taste the energy of sentience flowing into him. He writhed, his new body desperate for this sustenance.

But his mind was clear.

Trying to feed off of Ceon 12 again this soon would be pointless. The planet would be mostly empty by now, and if there was anyone left, they'd be extra watchful.

But that was fine. There were plenty of planets in the Imperium.

He went over his map of the galaxy, looking at jumpholes. They'd start somewhere remote. Someplace with no defensive support for the Imperial fleets. That would give them extra time to harvest before what was left of the Imperial Navy showed up.

If they showed up. He'd tried to keep up with the few bits of news and information that trickled out to the boneship. He found it harder and harder to care about the dealings within the Imperium, but he knew that any information he could glean would be invaluable to their harvesting. The few reports that he had gotten suggested that the Imperial Navy had been critically crippled, perhaps destroyed entirely.

It was entirely possible that the galaxy was simply their smorgasbord now, available for consumption at their leisure.

Herin's body could no longer smile. His round glasses had gone, along with all his clothes and possessions. But his eyes gleamed as he considered the defenseless galaxy splayed before him.
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"Where are Flander?" Minius asked.

"Don't know," Brutus said. He was focused on his little console, navigating the ship. "I've been working on this all day. I haven't seen him since lunch."

Minius peered over Brutus's shoulder.

"How are the Ocher Dawn doing?"

"It's fine," Brutus said distractedly. "I'm just getting used to the new flight characteristics. The Dawn is much more responsive now."

Brutus's brow was wrinkled with concentration. He'd spent years developing a deft touch with the controls of the Ocher Dawn, and had learned to adjust for the slow response of the ship. Now, after the Naval refit, the controls were stiffer, tighter, and less forgiving. Before, the sluggishness had acted as a buffer, giving him plenty of time to make adjustments and course corrections. Now the ship responded to his inputs immediately and with more power, in spite of their increased weight.

The Navy had fully enclosed the hull of the Ocher Dawn and replaced all her engines over Captain Minius's strenuous objections. Now, rather than having shielding that protected them from the blankness of space, the shielding protected a hull made of good Naval metal.

It was still a patchwork. The hull was a mishmash of new and old panels. The chief engineer in charge of repairs had kept their reactor, but selected smaller engines with an eye toward what the reactor could actually drive. The comms system had been replaced wholesale, to match with Navy frequencies.

The Admiral had reluctantly signed off on the work, realizing that what he really wanted was to replace the Ocher Dawn. Captain Minius had reluctantly signed off on the work just to get his ship back. The chief engineer had been at the end of his patience dealing with the both of them, and threatened to simply shove the whole mess into a star to shut them up if they didn't get out of his shipyard.

In spite of Minius's concerns, Brutus had to admit that the Ocher Dawn operated much more fluidly. He was working on unlearning some of the habits he'd developed over the years of carrying the Dawn through their scrapping operations. He was no longer having to baby the cracked inertial dampers. He didn't need to set up navigational turns well ahead of where they were needed. He didn't need to check the reactor's output before activating another system. Now he could just do what they needed to do.

It was liberating, but also a bit terrifying.

On top of all that, he had to try to keep up with the fleet. The Admiral had picked up some more ships, something he called the 'Wraithfleet,' and they all flew in a rigid, disciplined formation. Brutus simply couldn't keep up. Mostly he kept the Ocher Dawn tagging along at the end of the fleet and hoped that they weren't getting in anybody's way.

"Have you found any problems with the new engines?" Minius fretted, speaking over Brutus's shoulder.

"It's fine, I said," Brutus replied, a little roughly.

"What about the new weapon? That are not affecting any of our other systems, are it?"

Brutus gave a sharp sigh. "Look, Minius, I'm trying to keep us close to the formation. Flander is the one that's been messing with the weapon. Maybe that's where he is now. You should ask him about it."

"Sure, sure, it are fine," Minius said, a little hurt. "I'll ask him. You let me know if you find anything that they did mess up with my ship."

"I will, Minius."
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Captain Minius found his way back to the cargo section that now housed the Ocher Dawn's Naval weapon. He paneled in.

He walked in slowly, frowning. This was a torpedo room now, much as he didn't care for it. This had once been a cramped cargo space, filled with plenty of scrap, but now it was filled with incomprehensible Naval technology.A long tube jutted into the area, capped by a heavy block of machinery. A rack of blank, sinister torpedo pods sat nearby. Thick robotic arms jutted from the machinery, ready to load torpedoes into the tube and fire them.

He felt a bit nervous around the torpedoes. To his understanding, each one carried a tiny reactor that would activate in flight, then go critical once it hit a target.

He didn't care for the idea of having a dozen active reactors just laying around on his ship. But the Admiral had been quite firm about the Dawn having some kind of armament. Their ship's reactor simply didn't have the energy to power even a small surface blaster, according to the chief engineer in charge of repairs. To say nothing of a blaster cannon or any heavy gunnery equipment. That limited them to launcher-style weapons: mass drivers, ion cannons, and torpedoes.

Mass drivers required a great deal of training and skill to use effectively, so they'd been out, and ion cannons were complicated to maintain. Torpedoes, as a system, were the simplest weapons in the Navy. Importantly, they could be operated completely from the bridge, which was especially important for the Ocher Dawn's limited crew.

"Flander, what are you doing?"

The robot squatted in the midst of disassembled equipment. His many pincers were busily sorting and disassembling, sifting through a mass of parts.

Minius took in the entirety of the room. One of the torpedoes had been opened. The end of its pod shape had been removed. Minius's breath caught.

"Flander, did you take this torpedo apart?"

One tap on the deck.

"Where are the reactor?" he said tightly.

Flander pointed to a nearby workbench with a half-dozen arms. A basketball-sized cluster of equipment laid on its side. Minius's lips tightened at the sight of a bare reactor.

"Are you--should you be doing that?" he said. "I do not think the Admiral would approve."

One tap again.

"Flander... what are you doing?"

The robot scraped and scratched on the deck with one arm while the others stayed busy on the dismantled torpedo.

"Flander, what are this?" Minius tilted his head. "Magnum... propositum? I don't know old Imperial. What does it mean?"

More scraping and tapping.

"'What 'great purpose?' Flander, you are a scrapper. Where are you getting these wild ideas?"

Flander stopped what it was doing. Its central sphere didn't really have a "front," as such, but Minius got the distinct impression that Flander was staring levelly at him.

A dozen arms came up suddenly, pointing at Minius. The move was so sudden that the Captain took two involuntary steps backward.

Then Flander squatted back down and began working on the torpedo again.

Minius watched him for a long, uneasy moment.

"Well, be careful with that reactor," he said lamely and walked out of the torpedo room.
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Kinnit and Grimthorn were in their office. The quiet bustle of work dutifully done filled the air.

The ceiling began flashing, bright red. Kinnit sprang to her feet, but Grimthorn merely tensed.

"Sir?" she said. "It's the alert!" She scanned the details on her console. "The Velonia System. They're a Subject--they used to be a Subject Species." She ran some quick nav calculations. "That's clear at the other end of the galaxy! We need to move fast!"

Grimthorn didn't move.

"Sir?" Kinnit stared at him, worry written across her face. "The alert? For the Feeders?" Grimthorn kept his eyes fixed on his desk. "They've been spotted again," Kinnit said, every fiber of her being humming to dash to the bridge.

"I know," he said. He stood slowly, not meeting her eyes. "I know."

"We need to get the fleet going, sir! We have to save the Imperium!"

Grimthorn finally raised his eyes to hers. In them she saw something she'd never before seen on his face. An expression she almost didn't recognize.

Fear.

Kinnit froze, her mouth locked open.

"Grimthorn?" she managed finally. "Are you... okay?"

Grimthorn looked at her longingly for a minute.

"Kinnit, if this is our last... if this is the end, then I want you to know... I'm glad to have known you. I'm glad you're my wife. I'm glad we eliminated the designation of SS. There's so much I never would have known if we hadn't met." He stumbled to a stop. All his words seemed so insufficient. "I love you," he said.

She smiled at him, but her body was still turned toward the door. She turned back and hugged him.

"I love you too, Grimthorn," she said. "But there are people that need us right now."

Grimthorn's face stiffened. He screwed his brows back down and set his jaw.

"I'm ready," he lied. "Let's go save the Imperium."


ONE HUNDRED THIRTY-SIX
A SMALL MORSEL


Elias spread his arms, palms down. They brushed the tops of the waist-high flowers that surrounded him. He was in a yellow field, bright and peaceful, surrounded by golden flowers. He turned his face to the sky, looking at the pale red star warming the surface.

He drew his gaze back down. The Velonians were scattered in the field around him. They went about on four legs, mostly, with two stubby rear legs, and long forelegs that doubled as arms. They would occasionally stand upright, craning their long necks around to look for danger. A few looked over curiously at Elias, then dropped back down and resumed munching on the flowers.

"They are coming," Elias said, his voice shaking. His voice swelled. "Judgment is coming. The innocent will be swept up with the wicked."

A few Velonians watched him curiously. They bleated at each other in their native language, discussing him. Their vocal chords were poorly suited to speaking Common Imperial, but one stumped over and made the effort.

"Have you come to feed?" she asked, her voice high and trill. She gazed down at him with her large, doe-like eyes. "There is plenty for all."

"I bring a warning," he croaked. "Death comes."

She tilted her head in curiosity.

"There are no predators here," she said. "We watch. We see far over the fields. You are safe." She deftly gathered a few flowers and held them out to him. "Please, eat."

Elias's lips trembled. He stared deep into her eyes.

"I'm sorry," he said. "I can't change the outcome. I can only bring warning." He gently took the flowers from her, staring at the bright yellow teardrop petals. He carefully stroked the silky-smooth plant. "I bring warning. If I am fortunate, this time, they will take me as well."
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Herin Kasra felt the galaxy unfold around him as the Feeder boneship rocketed toward its destination. His anticipation was building. His transformation was far from complete, but it was far enough along that he could feel the hunger, could sense the upcoming feeding.

He would have chortled, if he'd still had the ability. Traveling faster than light speed was so much simpler than all that dangerous mucking about with jumpspace. Just point yourself in the direction you want to go, then go. The rest of the Imperium had to dance around the galaxy, following the sprawling jumphole network, but he could go directly to his destination.

The boneship slammed to a stop in the Velonia system. A fat red star squatted there, orbited by a small yellow planet.

Velonia was remote, pastoral. Its surface was covered with rocky soil, and its atmosphere was hazy yellow, full of sulfur dioxide. The ground was rich with nutrients from its many volcanoes.

Up until recently, its people had been a Subject Species. Life for them had changed little since the Emperor's announcement. They were subsistence agriculturalists, living a simple existence as farmers and gardeners. The Imperium had brought them new fertilizers, along with technology to control weeds. And they were beginning to develop an economy, now that they could transport their food all over the planet. They'd even begun selling some of their crops off-planet, making a name for themselves with their exotic gourds and tangy wheat.

But life, for them, was about to change with the arrival of Herin Kasra and the Feeders. They were a small morsel, but poorly defended.

The boneship loomed in the space over the innocent world. The little scarab ships began to wriggle out, streaming down toward the planet's surface. Herin watched them go. His many arms swayed rhythmically, eager for them to return.

From what he'd learned so far, he knew that the drones would collect the sentients from the surface and bring their energy back to the boneship. Their energy would be pooled and stored in the many comfort stations around the ship.

The comfort stations were centers of warmth and food. The ship was primarily warmed by the main reactor sending energy through the structure of the ship, but the comfort stations were especially hot. The Feeders could bask in the heat of their gatherings as they fed.

Herin had been assured that he was far enough along in his transformation that he could feed, too. His body was warped now, folded along itself. He squirmed as he thought about his first feeding.

At the moment, the comfort stations were nearly empty. The Feeders ordinarily kept them full, but when the warning had come to them that this galaxy had begun developing faster than anticipated, they'd dropped everything and rushed over, leaving the comfort stations at low ebb. They'd partially refilled on Brolla, but they'd gotten hardly anything from Techterra, and now they were running short.

It was bad to have interrupted the harvest from the other galaxy, but security trumped hunger. It simply wouldn't do to have one of their gardens growing wild and untamed. If one galaxy grew strong enough to repel them, other galaxies would follow.

Herin sneered. The Feeders suspected interference by the Cryptographers. There had been some brief interactions between the Feeders and the Cryptographers many thousands of years before. Currently, they were under an uneasy ceasefire.

The Cryptographers were sentients, but their flavor was appalling. The process that extracted their food from sentients should have cleansed the energy, but regardless of what the Feeders tried, the strands of jumpspace clung to the energy of the Cryptographers, vile and repulsive.

After a few inconclusive skirmishes, they'd simply stayed away from each other. The Cryptographers didn't have the military might to take on the Feeders, and the Feeders couldn't stand the taste of the Cryptographers. There was no reason for either of them to interfere with the other.

Except maybe now there was.

The Feeders had never developed the technology to enter jumpspace. It would have been simple, given their level of scientific knowledge, but they'd never had a need for it. And given their reaction to the Cryptographers, Herin could only imagine how they'd react to actually being in jumpspace.

As it stood, Herin was using the data he'd brought with them to help them put together the ability to create and destroy jumpholes, at least. He had a feeling that if the Imperial Navy were still a threat, being able to strand them in a sector would be handy.

The rest of the Feeders didn't really understand, but they were happy to let him work on it. It seemed harmless enough, and it might end up being useful.

The first wave of scarab ships began returning from Velonia, fat with energy. They wriggled back into the boneship, working their way deeper, preparing to offload their cargo.

Herin would have grinned, if he could have. The harvest had begun.
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The alarm blared through the Ocher Dawn, and Captain Minius nearly fell out of his bunk. He spasmed and came awake.

He'd been sleeping in his quarters more, lately. In the last decade, he'd fallen into the habit of snoozing in his captain's chair on the bridge, but for some reason, with all the recent changes, he'd wanted actual time in a bunk.

It also helped that he'd cleared most of the scrap out of it.

Minius sat up, blinking the sleep from his eyes, his heart racing. In the dimness of his room there was an unfamiliar shape. Minius peered at it, then started. He tumbled out of his bunk and scrambled for the light switch.

"Flander?"

The robot stood impassively in his room. Minius gave it a long, careful look.

"Flander, are you... okay? Why are you in my bunk?"

The robot reached out with one arm. The arm terminated in a springy cluster of bands, designed to pick up small, delicate parts. Flander gently patted Minius on the shoulder with it. Then he smoothly left Minius's bunk, gliding along on its many arms out the open door.

Minius frowned in concern, watching the robot depart. Then he followed, heading for the bridge.
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Grimthorn stood on the bridge, Kinnit by his side. His arms were crossed and he glared at the screen, his face fixed in a set frown. The Swordheart, still limping on only two engines, was heading for the Velonia sector, trailed by the scraped-together remnants of the Ninth Fleet: the Wraithfleet, the privateer, and a mishmash of ships from the garrisons whose captains happened to have fleet experience. It was a paltry handful compared to the mighty armada that the Imperium had fielded a few weeks ago.

But the handful would stand. They would fall, but until the last breath, they would stand and spit in the face of anyone who would harm the citizens of the Imperium.

Grimthorn's frown stiffened.

"They're hitting a more remote system this time," Kinnit said.

Grimthorn nodded.

"First Techterra, now this," he said. "I don't think they're stumbling across systems at random anymore."

"I wonder if they captured some Imperial intelligence?" Kinnit asked.

Grimthorn shook his head.

"The jumphole network is not exactly a secret. Every ship has a map of the whole thing. The Feeders do seem strangely aware of it all, though. I wish the enemies of the Imperium would just stay stupid." He thought for a moment. "Sehren Senn is still in prison, I assume?"

She rubbed his back.

"I'm sure he is," she said. She leaned her head on him, and he put an arm around her. They stood that way for a long, quiet moment, while the rest of the bridge pretended they couldn't see the couple.

"I'm glad," he said finally.

"What's that?"

"If this is the end, I'm glad to have known you," he said quietly, pitched for only her hearing. "I'm glad to have married you. I'm glad we got everything you wanted for your people. I'm glad for every moment I've spent with you." He squeezed her. "At any other time of my life, I would have died for duty, and been satisfied. I never would have known how wonderful life really is. You showed me how much better it can be. My only regret is that I wish I could have spent more time with you."

She turned her luminous eyes up to him.

"Grimthorn, I..." she choked on her words. "We can still..."

"Shh. You need to get to your station." He lifted her chin with two fingers. "Just know that I love you."

He drew her into a passionate kiss as the Swordheart drifted among the stars.

They broke apart at long last. She reached up and laid her hand on his face.

"I... I love you, too, Grimthorn."

"Two minutes until jumphole traversal," called Lieutenant Phet, keeping his eyes carefully fixed on his console.

"Acknowledged, Lieutenant," Grimthorn said. He patted Kinnit's back. "Go on, now," he said. "It's time."

She gave him a quick, final hug, then stepped down from the captain's dais. She walked over to a console that had been quickly patched together by the engineers at the Copper Grove shipyards.

The weapons systems had been so damaged that there hadn't been time to fully repair them, so a new console had been set up to manually manage them. Kinnit would be handling that aspect, since all the other Lieutenants with bridge experience already had a role in the upcoming battle. She quickly activated all the weapons systems and began rerouting power to the Swordheart's armaments.

"Weapons are ready, Admiral," she said.

"Very well. Fleet, remember that our job is to slow the Feeders down so that as many Velonians as possible can escape. Let's go stand between the Imperium and her enemies. All hail the Imperium!"

"All hail!" came the reply.
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Captain Minius drew in a shaky breath as they emerged from jumpspace into the Velonia system.

"All right, just as the Admiral has asked," he said. "Flander, scan the sector and the boneship."

Panic wrenched his gut as Flander put the image of the boneship on the bridge's primary monitor. The last time they'd seen the Feeder boneship, they'd hidden in silent terror as the death ship had passed.

Now, they'd be fighting it.

With the improved scanners and data, the image of the boneship was so much more crisp and terrifying.

Minius forced down his fear.

"Brutus, clear the jumphole," he said. "Make sure we are not in anybody's way. Flander, send the data and analysis to the Admiral." He took a deep breath, reviewing the data. His face fell. "That boneship... it have been repairing. Compare the scans from the battle over Techterra. They have already repaired so much." He pinched his lips in frustration. "It are not fair," he said finally.

Flander tapped once on the deck, then made a complex scraping movement.

"What do you mean, 'growing?'" He peered at the scan data, a grimace on his face. "Okay, that are horrifying. It does grow." He shook his head. "Oh, who does care if it are growing or repairing? It are a problem either way."

He stiffened his spine.

"Flander, load torpedo. It are time to change the galaxy for the better."


ONE HUNDRED THIRTY-SEVEN
THE FIRST LAST STAND


The Ninth Fleet, such as it was, poured into the Velonia System, weapons hot. The boneship awaited them, its scarab ships shuttling back and forth from the planet's surface.

"Form up," Grimthorn said. "Stacked forfex formation. I want to hit them from as many angles as possible. Maintain your distance from each other."

Kinnit was busy with the weapons console, but she kept an eye on the battle data.

"The boneship isn't attacking yet," she said. "All weapons systems are ready to fire."

Grimthorn nodded in acknowledgment.

"Admiral," said Lieutenant Renning, "the fleet's ready. Awaiting your orders."

Grimthorn pinched his lips tightly for a moment.

"Very well," he said finally. He touched a spot on his console, marking an area of the ship. "This will be our target." He paused, watching the stream of scarabs. His visage darkened.

"All ships, advance and open fire."

The Ninth Fleet spread out. An array of torpedoes launched toward the boneship, bright, deadly points of light streaking through space. They glittered as they crossed the cold, empty miles.
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Captain Minius reached out for his console with a shaking hand. He brought up the sector data. The fleet had begun to unleash their fury on the Feeders. The Ocher Dawn was far back, hanging away from the boneship.

"Flander, the command did come through. We are to open fire."

The robot tapped the deck and operated its console. With a thump that rattled the whole ship, a torpedo streaked away into space, heading for the boneship.

Minius drew in a shaky breath. The Ocher Dawn had fired her first shot in combat, ever.

"Brutus, let's start scanning."

"Already doing it, Minius," he said with a distracted air. "I'm sending the data out as fast as we get it."

"That are good," Minius said. He sat back stiffly in his chair, trying to force his body into a comfortable position. There was nothing for him to do at the moment beyond keeping an eye on things. He tried to relax, but his muscles remained tightly wound, despite his posture.

The battle was joined.
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With a crash, a hundred torpedoes smashed into the boneship, digging deeper into the partially healed crater left by the Celestial Slingshot. Fragments of struts sprayed out, filling everyone's scanners with static as the organic material scattered their readings.

"Again," Admiral Stonefist said.

The ships of the fleet launched again, the torpedoes streaking through space. Their impact sprayed more destruction into the sector.

"Admiral," Lieutenant Renning said, "the scarab ships are returning to their boneship."

"Those are just for harvesting," Grimthorn said. "They have no real offensive capabilities. We can ignore them."

"Grimthorn," Kinnit piped up, "the boneship is not returning fire."

"Yet," he said, frowning. "They did that last time, too."

"I wonder why?"

"Kinnit, watch the load on the reactor. The surface blasters are draining it too fast."

"Oh, right, sorry, sir," she said, making adjustments at the weapons console. That sort of thing would ordinarily have been handled by the Swordheart's automated systems, but the Swordheart was still struggling with some of the damage from the first battle with the Feeders. Two of her engines were still non-operational, managing the weapons was now a mostly manual process, and much of the power infrastructure had been re-routed, complicating energy management throughout.

The flood of scarab ships slowed, then became a trickle as the reduced Ninth Fleet hammered relentlessly at the boneship. The trickle thinned, and the last scarab made its way back into the interior.

The Feeders sat quietly for a moment, then their weapon lashed out.

The narrow, impossibly bright beam slashed through space, piercing the ISS Radiant Ward, a destroyer on loan from the garrisons. The stricken vessel heeled over, flames filling the ship, bursting through the hull, boiling out into space. With a shattering detonation, the reactor failed, blasting the Ward apart.

Fortunately, the Radiant Ward was far enough away from everything else that no other ships were affected.

Grimthorn's mouth firmed.

"Stay focused," he said to the fleet. "We've got good separation and good formation. They'll have to destroy us ship to ship at this rate. We've made them pull their harvesters off the planet. Let's give the Velonians as much time to escape as possible."

The beam lanced forth from the boneship again, and another vessel erupted.

"Lieutenant Renning, scan that weapon," Admiral Stonefist said. "Give me any data you can about it."

"Trying, sir," Renning said. "There's just so much interference."

"Kinnit, can you help him stabilize those scans?"

Kinnit was working the weapons console, frantically shunting energy from one system to another and manually launching torpedoes.

"I'm--I will, as soon as I can, sir!" she said through gritted teeth. "This rate of fire is taxing the Swordheart's reactor, and the automated systems are not bleeding off any pressure at all."

Grimthorn grimaced.

"You stay focused on that, then. Renning, get your scan data to the Infographers, see if they can sift anything out of it."

"Yes, sir."

The battle continued, with the Ninth Fleet attacking the crater on the Feeder boneship, and the boneship returning fire, filling the space around Velonia with debris and dead Imperials.

"Some information back from Infography, sir!" Renning cried. "The energy signature of their cannon is the same every time. It's possible they have only one weapon, and they're moving it around, somehow!"

"That's good," Admiral Stonefist said. "If we can target their weapon, perhaps we can--"

The bridge monitor on the Swordheart was overwhelmed by a bright light. The boneship's cannon was aimed directly at them.

A crackle of white energy shot through the Swordheart. The ship shuddered. Flames rushed up and down the halls of the vessel. The crew on the bridge tumbled as the inertial dampers were all shattered.

"Engineering--" Admiral Stonefist managed to get out. "Engin--"

The flames reached the bridge, filling it with superheated plasma. Desperate screams could barely be heard over the rushing flames. Admiral Stonefist curled up. In the brief moment when he could still feel anything at all, he could feel his uniform burning and flaking away. He opened his mouth to join the chorus of screams, and the hull ruptured, flinging them all out into the pitiless frigidity of space. He had one brief moment of viewing all the stars of the galaxy wheeling by, then the reactor of the Swordheart ruptured, scouring them all away in radioactive fire.
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Grimthorn gripped the banister that circled the captain's dais, gasping with terror. His eyes were white-rimmed. He was staring at the deck beneath his feet. It was whole and unbroken.

He slowly lifted his eyes. The bridge crew looked back at him, all of them with the same look of terror. He scanned the faces of his crew, their eyes mirroring his shock. Kinnit was clinging to her weapons console, her eyes full of unshed tears.

He reached for his console. His hand trembled.

"Engineering," he said, his voice hoarse and uncertain. "I need a status report."

There was an unusually long pause before Engineering replied.

"The Swordheart is whole, sir," the chief engineer said in an unsteady voice. "No damage to any systems beyond what we had when we entered the sector."

"Grimthorn... did we die?" Kinnit asked in a barely audible voice.

Grimthorn swallowed heavily. Looking at his rattled crew, he remembered his duty. He straightened, drew his shoulders back, and clasped his hands behind himself to hide their trembling. He forced strength into his voice.

"We're not dead right now," he said firmly. "Lieutenant Renning, where are we at in the battle?"

Lieutenant Renning's brow wrinkled as he reviewed the data on his console.

"We... have not engaged the enemy yet, sir," he said.

Grimthorn frowned. He remembered coming into the sector. Remembered ordering a stacked forfex formation. But currently the fleet was arrayed in a loose velites formation. Thinking back, he could also remember ordering the velites formation. The two memories overlapped in a way that made him immensely uncomfortable.

"This is an unusual circumstance," he said to the bridge at large. "Comms, get me Captain Cohrmere."

"Yes, sir."

The face of the Captain appeared on the main bridge monitor. His expression was neutral, and his eyes were shock-white from lid to lid.

"Captain," Admiral Stonefist said, "did your Wraithfleet do anything... unusual?"

"We unwound what must not be," Captain Cohrmere replied mildly.

"So do you remember? The reset?"

"Yes, Admiral." Captain Cohrmere's visage stared blankly back at him. "I remember everything."

Grimthorn stared back, expressions warring on his face.

"Very well," he said. "Very well. I feel like I should be grateful." He drew in a careful, measured breath. "Thank you, Captain."

Captain Cohrmere nodded slightly, and the comms blinked off. Grimthorn let out his breath.

"Fleet, let's prepare to attack."
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Captain Minius sat in his seat on the bridge, his arms gripping the arms of his seat tightly. He stared with horror at the bridge monitor.

"What were that?" he said.

Brutus was busily scanning his console.

"I... I don't know, Minius," he said. "We were over spinward at least a hundred miles from here. Now we're back at the jumphole. And nobody's shooting."

"Are this Imperial technology? Or some trick by the boneship?"

Flander rapped the deck for attention, then pointed at its console.

"We have all our torpedoes back," Minius noted. He gave the screen a troubled look. "I need to contact the Admiral about this."
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The battle rejoined. Slowly at first, then with increasing intensity, the Ninth Fleet began hammering at the boneship once more.

Kinnit's eyes flicked back and forth as her hands danced across the weapons console. She was balancing all the energy usage, preloading torpedoes and ion shells, and managing the rotational balance of firing across the surface blasters to make sure none of them overheated. It was frantic, demanding work, and it was a wonderful way to keep herself busy enough to prevent her from thinking about what had just happened. Creeping horror lurked just over her shoulder. She had felt the flames, the sudden flash-freezing of space, the final blast...

She shook herself and routed some power to the main cannon, blinking away tears. She needed to focus on the job right in front of her face.

She continued to work on the weapons, but she couldn't help but scan her console in between tasks.

The Radiant Ward was back. All systems green. She had seen it destroyed, but now it was back. Her breath hitched, a thimbleful of hope filling her heart.

Kinnit glanced at the bridge monitor. The scarabs were streaming back into the boneship. She stiffened as the trickle of ships thinned.

This was it. This was when the boneship had fired last time, after all the scarab ships were safely aboard. She watched the boneship carefully. The last few scarabs wriggled back in...

There. Just in the same spot as before. It was the briefest of flickers. Lower spinward quadrant.

"Admiral," she said, "I think they're about to--"

The narrow beam lanced out into the fleet. It struck a recon ship, the Polaris. She heard Grimthorn swear behind her.

"Kinnit, the ion cannons!" he barked.

She gasped and scrambled to load more ion shells. But her mind kept running on a loop in the background.

She didn't want to experience a reset ever again. But watching the battle unfold once more, she began to develop an idea.


ONE HUNDRED THIRTY-EIGHT
PATTERNS


Minius watched the battle unfold again. Brutus was frantically gathering data from all the new scanners the Admiral had mounted all over the Ocher Dawn. Flander was steadily loading and launching torpedoes from its console.

Sparkles flickered on the bridge monitor as the boneship lanced another Imperial vessel. Minius sweated and moved the Ocher Dawn a bit further away from the battle.

"Minius, the scanners are losing fidelity," Brutus said, his eyes on his console. He glanced up at the monitor. "We're too far away."

"Right, right," Minius said. He edged the Dawn back into the battle a little. "I are just new to this battle experience."

"You're doing fine," Brutus said, his focus back on his console.

Flander activated the control that launched another torpedo. The ship rattled as another torpedo sailed toward the boneship.

In the distance, the majority of the Ninth Fleet was unleashing everything they had at the Feeders.

Minius frowned, berating himself. He was either in this thing, or he wasn't. He activated the engines and moved them closer to the fray.

"We can help," he said, more to himself than anybody else. Another Navy ship erupted in flames. Minius clenched his teeth and edged them closer still. "We'll help."

Flander tapped once on the deck.
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Captain Cohrmere stood stoically in the captain's dais on board the ISS Helix, his arms crossed, his white eyes fixed on the bridge monitor.

The space between the Ninth Fleet and the boneship was filled with destruction: torpedoes, blaster bolts, ion shells and mass driver projectiles. They splashed uselessly against the mass of the boneship, making a mess but not accomplishing much of note.

The boneship's beam lanced out and struck the ISS Polaris amidships. It heeled and flared. It was only a few seconds before it exploded.

Captain Cohrmere frowned.

"This is wrong," he said. "I can already tell it's wrong. Helm, let's get some elevation. It looks like there's a weak point in the boneship's structure we may be able to hit."

"Acknowledged, sir."

The ISS Helix shifted its elevation relative to the boneship, and began firing down into the crater.

"Hold this position."

The repeated hammering fractured a large chunk of structure out of the crater. Another Navy ship flared and died on the monitor.

"Too costly," he said. "We're not hurting the Feeders enough. We're not hurting them at all."

"There's just... too much ship, sir," his bridge Lieutenant said. "We're chipping away at it, but it could take us years to get to anything important."

Captain Cohrmere nodded.

"We don't have years. But we can always try again." He glanced down at his console. "For a while."

The battle continued to rage. Other ships flared and died around them.

"Sir, the ISS Warspire has fallen."

Captain Cohrmere looked at the data streaming across the screen. He watched the Warspire flare out, then detonate, scattering its mass to the stars.

He flung a hand out.

"It must not be," he said loudly. "We will try it again. We will try it again until we can all go home."

Time and space unwound before him. The world of possibilities spread out in his vision. He looked back, back to the place where "must not" became "will not."

As he gazed into the swirl, he felt the tug, the pull of jumpspace. It was a siren call, drawing him. Captain Cohrmere drew in a deep breath, breathing in the chaos like anyone else would draw in the scent of wildflowers.

"Soon," he promised himself. And the fleet rushed backward through time once again.
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Herin Kasra jolted as he floated in his egg, listing slightly, his hundreds of arms tight against his body. His eyes, now blank and round, scanned the data with shock.

Again. Somehow they were at the start of the battle again.

He clicked and growled in anger, and his arms swept back and forth with smooth metachronality. He looked at the information projected on the inside of his egg. His data was gone. Again.

He didn't know what sort of strange weapon the Imperial Navy had found, but it was profoundly annoying him. He was beginning to understand why Senn had such a personal grudge against Admiral Stonefist.

"Stop interfering!" he hissed fruitlessly at the Ninth Fleet.

He tried to tell himself it didn't matter. The Navy could reset as many times as they wanted. The beam made the Feeders invincible. As soon as the scarabs were safely back with their delicious cargo, they could begin firing again. Until then, the Navy could fling whatever they wanted at the Feeders. They would never be able to meaningfully disrupt the boneship's structure.

"Just die and get eaten already," he said with a voice like scraping stone.

He began collecting data again. It didn't matter. But he did it anyway. Just in case.
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Kinnit gasped, clutching her console. The reset had happened without warning, ripping them backward.

At least they hadn't died this time.

She quickly powered through the settings on her console, setting everything up for the battle. She glanced at the main bridge monitor. Scarabs were streaming back to the boneship. They'd have only a minute before it began firing again.

Her eyes widened as she realized something.

"Admiral!" she cried.

"What?" he barked as he tried to stay focused on preparing the fleet. They were in a maniple formation now, and Grimthorn was struggling to give appropriate direction while juggling three sets of conflicting orders from three different timelines in his head.

Kinnit shook her head at his tone. She marked a spot on the diagram of the Feeder boneship and cast it up on the bridge monitor.

"Right there! That's where their weapon is!"

Grimthorn stopped dead and looked at her.

"How do you know?"

"That's where they first fired from during the last reset," she said. "And the reset before that! They're not moving it until after they fire!"

Without a moment's hesitation, Grimthorn slammed open comms to the fleet.

"All ships! Attack the marked zone with everything you've got! Full unload! That's where their weapon is!"

The fleet erupted, discarding the orderly salvos of earlier resets. They unleashed raw fury at the Feeder boneship.

Flames, flares, and explosions splashed against the vessel. Sprays of organic material fountained out, fanning across space. The scarabs continued to flow toward the boneship.

Like waiting for the next hiccup that might never come, Kinnit held herself tensely, waiting to see if the thin, bright beam would leap out again.

The area under attack glowed with an intense, pure white light, then shattered, spraying magnesium sparkles in every direction. A large chunk of the structure of the boneship cracked and groaned as it came loose from the vessel.

"We got it!" Kinnit shrieked. "We got their weapon!"

"Keep hitting them!" Admiral Stonefist roared to the fleet. "Turn that thing inside out!"

The Ninth Fleet closed in, driving at the crater they'd created. Without fear of the deadly beam, they could get closer, hit harder, fire more accurately. The fleet quickly began burrowing through the structure, tearing at it. The boneship was almost occluded by the cloud of debris coming off of it.
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Captain Minius sweated and watched his console.

"Brutus, I'm taking us closer to the fleet," Minius said. "I do not want to be close when that Feeder beam starts up again, but we need to support the fleet."

"Sure thing," Brutus said.

"Flander, keep those torpedoes going," Minius said.

The robot tapped once on the deck.

Minius drew in a shaky breath. He'd gotten a curt warning about the resets from Admiral Stonefist, after the first one had already happened.

It didn't make them any easier to deal with.

Minius's grip was tightened on the arms of his seat as the battle unfolded. With a shattering glow, the boneship's beam weapon was destroyed.

"Oh! Oh, we did get it!" Minius cried. "We got their weapon!"

Flander surged up straight, standing tall on its many legs.

"Flander? What are wrong?"

The robot tapped and scraped on the deck.

"Oh, your special torpedo, that are right." Minius frowned. "You can't use the loader on it?"

More scraping.

"Oh, fine, that are fine," Minius said. "If you have to handle it yourself, then that are how it are. Let me know when it are ready and I will launch it for you."

Flander stood still, looming over Minius for a long, silent minute. He was motionless. Minius's brow wrinkled.

"Flander?"

Suddenly the robot threw dozens of its arms around Minius, trapping him within a cage of steel.

"Flander! What are you doing!"

Flander released him and moved back. It moved smoothly over to Brutus.

"Do that to me, and I'll start tearing your arms out," Brutus said.

Flander stood motionless again. Then it moved smoothly out the door of the bridge and rolled down the hall toward the torpedo room.

"What were that?" Minius breathed.

Brutus's brow quirked with worry. "Maybe he's getting squirrelly because of the stress of combat," he said.

"Maybe." Minius cast a worried frown down the hallway, but his attention was quickly drawn back to his beeping console.

A minute later, his console lit with a message from Flander. Minius glanced over at Flander's console. The firing button was blinking with the message "Ready."

"Ah, let's see what Flander's special torpedo will do," he said, tapping the button.

With a rattling whisssssh, the Ocher Dawn's final torpedo launched from its single tube. The silver capsule rocketed toward the boneship, leaving a trail of exhaust that quickly dissipated.

Ignoring the rest of the signals on his console, Minius watched the torpedo close in on the boneship. With a crunch that knocked a little structure loose, the torpedo slammed into the enemy vessel.

There was no explosion, no eruption, no obvious destruction. The torpedo simply lodged in the structure of the boneship.

"Ah, looks like Flander's special torpedo were a dud," Minius said. "It did not explode." He leaned back and yelled down the hall. "It are okay, Flander, we did a great harm to the ship with our other torpedoes. It were a good try!"

Flander didn't answer, so Minius turned back to his console to monitor the battle.
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"Keep at it!" Admiral Stonefist yelled, as the Ninth Fleet hammered the boneship. "Don't let them breathe! Drill straight through!"

After too short a time of destruction, the last scarab ship wriggled its way back home.

The boneship vanished, thundering off to another sector at well beyond the speed of light.
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Minius's attention was drawn back to the screen as the boneship vanished, rocketing off to another part of the galaxy.

"Ah, it are gone," Minius said with relief. "That are quite the poke in the eye we've given them, though. Broke their weapon and sent them running."

Brutus let out a heavy sigh of relief.

"We survived," he said. "I'm just glad we survived." His great eye rolled over to gaze at Minius. "I'm not suited for this, Minius."

"Neither I," he replied. "Once this threat are gone, I are going back to scrapping. And only scrapping."

They checked on the ship after the battle, making sure all systems were still operational.

"Flander, how are the torpedo tube?" Minius called. "Are it okay?"

Only silence came back.

"Flander?"

When no response was forthcoming, Minius stood.

"Keep scanning. I'm going to go check on Flander. He might be in a snit because of his torpedo."

Brutus nodded distractedly. Minius walked down the hall.

The torpedo room was empty, save for some scattered tools and a few leftovers from Flander's experimental torpedo. Minius approached the torpedo tube.

"Flander? Where are you?"

The room stayed silent.

Something on the floor caught Minius's eye. He recognized the tell-tale warping caused by Flander's small cutting torch. On the deck had been burned two words, melted into the plating with robotic precision.

"Magnum Propositum."
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Herin Kasra shrieked in frustration and slammed himself around the inside of his egg. His hundred arms flailed and thrashed.

Their weapon! Their defenses! Their food!

How dare the Ninth Fleet stand against the Feeders! How dare they resist their betters! They were just food!

He growled and clicked, hissed and swore.

Admiral Stonefist was just food. He needed to start acting like it.

A tiny harvest, and a destroyed weapon. A disaster for the Feeders. Furious hissing and clicking from the other Feeders filled his mind. Herin hissed back.

This was not his fault.

The structure of the boneship could heal itself, but the weapon could not. It had been built uncountable millennia ago, and the Feeders had long forgotten the technology for it. It could take years for them to figure out how to piece it back together.

Herin tried to force himself to calm down. He told himself that it didn't matter. He pulled up the research he'd been doing, along with his scans of the Wraithfleet.

With the Imperium's knowledge of jumphole theory and the Feeder's technology, he was well on his way to creating a better weapon anyway.

One that would defeat whatever it was the Imperial Navy was doing.


ONE HUNDRED THIRTY-NINE
CITIZENS


Grimthorn laid back on his bunk, staring at the ceiling. Kinnit lay snuggled against him. The cleanup from the battle was done, and it was well after lights-out, but he couldn't relax.

"What are you thinking about?" Kinnit asked sleepily.

He smiled at her.

"How did you know I was thinking?" he asked.

"I could hear the way you were breathing. You breathe differently when you're asleep." She snuggled tighter against him.

He chuckled.

"Fair enough. I was thinking about today." He continued to stare at the ceiling. "This morning, I didn't expect that we would be alive right now. I thought we'd be dead, and the Imperium would be on its way to destruction." He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Instead, I have hope." He closed his eyes and squeezed her tight. "I have hope for the Imperium. For us."

She smiled and blinked her drowsy eyes. She reached up to stroke his face.

"I'm glad," she said. "I want you full of hope. When you stand, when you fight, you shift the galaxy."

He scoffed a little.

"You shift the galaxy," he said. "I just break stuff." He reflected for a moment. "A lot of stuff, sometimes," he admitted.

She hummed in contentment.

"I'm glad to still be here with you," she said, her eyes drifting closed again.

He kissed her lightly on top of her head.

"And I, you," he replied. A small smile played across his face, but faded as his eyes turned back to the ceiling. He began thinking through logistics, fleet movements, and Feeder alerts.

Kinnit shifted, and she put her hand on his face again.

"Hey, you," she said. "It's not time for that. It's time for sleeping now."

His smile resurfaced.

"Sorry. You caught me again. My brain is just stuck on this."

She lifted herself on one elbow.

"Then let me give your brain something else to get stuck on."

She leaned forward and pinned him with a passionate kiss, their hearts dancing in the dim light of their room. They broke apart, and she gave him a coy smile.

"That could work," he said, breathless.

Grimthorn ended up sleeping quite well that night.
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Yanya Nox wrinkled her nose. She'd taken all manner of strange and offputting people across the galaxy, but none like her current passenger. She glanced at the security monitors to watch him stumbling around, croaking his madness.

Her ship, the Exohauler-1, was short and narrow, with a tiny three-person shuttle. She'd bought the thing years before in the hopes of making enough money to upgrade to a commercial cargo hauler someday, but she'd judged poorly. The Exohauler-1 was too small to interest the bulk shippers, and too cheap to interest anyone looking for a luxury courier or ferry. It was just big enough to eke out a living as a small system-hopper, earning her enough to keep ahead of the maintenance costs. Barely.

Her sole passenger at the moment was thin and smelled bad. He wandered the halls crying out about a warning, about judgment and doom. He'd press his face against the portals to stare at the stars and moan weirdly. But his money spent just as well as anybody else's. Yanya took a deep breath. As long as he didn't break anything, it would be fine. He'd paid his fare in full up front. He could rant about whatever he wanted.

She made a note to wipe down all the portals once this trip was done, though.

Yanya toggled on the intercom.

"Sir? We're about to enter jumpspace. You might want to sit down and strap in."

"Judgment is coming," he croaked, leaning against one of the portals again. "I have to tell them. I have to bring warning."

Yanya grimaced with distaste and toggled off the intercom. If he wanted to go through jumpspace like that, it was none of her concern.

The Exohauler-1 tipped into the last jumphole of their journey. Unreality sleeted by, oppressing her.

At least in jumpspace she couldn't hear her passenger's ravings.

After a few minutes, they dropped out in their destination sector.

"We're here, sir," she said over the intercom. "Give me a few minutes and I'll get the shuttle prepped to bring you down to the surface."

Her passenger pressed his face against the portal, staring at the planet they were approaching. Green forests covered the surface, dotted by sparkling blue lakes. Two bright white moons orbited the verdant jewel.

"I have to warn them," he wheezed.

"Please be patient, sir. I'll soon have you down there on the surface of Takkar."
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Grimthorn and Kinnit sat in their office, sifting through the messages and logistics of the much-reduced Ninth Fleet. In the last few weeks, so much of the administrivia they were used to had just... dried up. CenCom was scattered, with most of its bureaucrats deposited in refuge systems. And the burden of maintaining a fleet of a few dozen ships was so much smaller than maintaining a fleet of thousands.

"I feel like I'm almost not even needed here," Grimthorn said, pushing back from his desk.

"You're a vital part of the fleet, sir," Kinnit said distractedly as she looked through some slips. "You're the brain of the Ninth Fleet."

He quirked a half-smile.

"Well if I'm the brain, then you're the heart."

That pulled her attention away from her documents and back to him.

"You're very sweet, Grimthorn." She thought for a moment. "If that's the case, then who would be the courage of the Ninth Fleet?"

Grimthorn's smile slowly dissolved.

"All of us," he said quietly. "Every person on every ship that was lost over Techterra."

Kinnit winced. She'd meant it as a lighthearted joke, but for all his stony demeanor, Grimthorn's wounds were still close to the surface.

She got up and walked around his desk. Without comment, she dropped herself into his lap. He distractedly gathered her in his arms, but his gaze was still fixed on the distance.

"Hey," she said. "You're not beating yourself up, are you?"

She watched his face stiffen as he raised his defenses.

"Of course not," he replied. "We did our duty. We are called to protect the citizens of the Imperium. That's what we did."

"Grimthorn, the Navy are citizens, too." She stroked his face. "You are a citizen of the Imperium. It's okay to grieve."

His face crumpled as her words struck home.

"There were... so many..."

She held him in her arms as he shook, unleashing his sorrow with her as he could with no one else. They sat like that for a long time.

After the storm had passed, Kinnit gently stroked his hair. He looked hollowed-out, empty, but more grounded.

"Feel better?" she asked.

Grimthorn took a deep, unsteady breath.

"Better, yes. Thank you."

Kinnit smiled and gave him a peck on the cheek.

"I'm here for you, any time, Grimthorn," she said.

He smiled back at her.

The ceiling flashed blue.

"Priority comms," Grimthorn said. "Guess I'd better stop goofing off and get back to work."

Kinnit gave him another peck and hopped off his lap. Grimthorn cleared his throat and tried to straighten himself up some. Then he poked the button on his scanner.

"Admiral Stonefist here," he said.

"Admiral, I are glad I got you," came the voice from the other end of the line.

"Captain Minius," Admiral Stonefist said. "Good to hear from you. How's the Ocher Dawn holding up?"

"Huh? Oh, it are fine, fine," Minius said. His voice sounded strange, uneven. "I... I had to call you. It are Flander." There was a long pause. "I think he have done something terrible," Minius said, his voice cracking.

Grimthorn stiffened. Visions of old security footage replayed in his mind.

"What is it? What has Flander done?"

"It... he have..." Minius's voice stumbled to a stop. "I think he have boarded the Feeder boneship."

"What?" Grimthorn surged to his feet.

"He were doing something with one of the torpedoes," Minius said in a rush. "I did think it were harmless, that he were experimenting with making it more powerful. But now I think he were just gutting it so he could fit inside. He... during the last battle, he..." Minius struggled in silence for a moment. "I think I fired him at the boneship," he said, his voice on the edge of tears.

Grimthorn sat back down slowly. He and Kinnit shared a look.

"Why would he do that?" Grimthorn asked.

"I don't know!" Minius bleated. "He have never been brave! Why would he leave the Dawn? Why would he leave us? I don't understand it! Can you get him back? Can you please get Flander back for me?"

Grimthorn leaned back in his seat, letting out a breath.

"We will... do what we can," Grimthorn said. "Given the circumstances, I can't promise anything. But now that we know, we'll do everything we can to get Flander back safely."

Minius sniffed.

"I thank you, Admiral. I are sorry, I know you have many things to do, but I did not know to who else I could turn."

"It was right of you to let me know," Admiral Stonefist said. He glanced at Kinnit. "Flander is Navy now, and the Navy are citizens, too. We'll protect him as well."

Grimthorn disconnected and frowned into the distance, considering this new problem.
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Herin Kasra grinned at the data projected onto the inside of his egg. His hundreds of arms wriggled in glee.

It was so simple. So obvious, when you looked at what had happened.

The Navy was smaller now. Weaker. But they were pulling out all the stops, bringing in every weird weapon and tactic. And sure, they'd given the Ash-Tongues a bloody nose, but the Navy was running low on tricks, and Herin, along with his mighty Feeders, were still strong and fundamentally unharmed.

The resets were what had stopped them over Velonia. The Navy was creating some kind of time bubble, or warp that could jump back a few minutes. But thinking about what had happened, and reviewing what data he'd been able to retain, it was obvious what was going on. There was a subset of ships that gave off a strange energy signature.

And the resets only happened after one of them was destroyed.

Herin would have cackled, if he'd still had lungs.

He put the finishing touches on the design of his new weapon.

The Navy ships with the weird energy only reset after they were destroyed. But Herin didn't need to destroy them.

He only needed them to go away forever.


ONE HUNDRED FORTY
UNLEASHED


Flander moved smoothly, carefully. His many arms gripped the surface of the bone structures as he slid through the Feeder's ship.

The air was thin, almost non-existent, held in place by the weak gravity offered by the mass of the boneship. There were no doors, no floors, and no walls, only miles and miles and miles of the crazy, fractured bone structure.

Flander kept his sensors passive. It limited his range, but he didn't want to reveal himself too early. Right now he just wanted to see what the ship was like, what components it had, what information he could send to the Ninth Fleet to help destroy the thing, if it could be destroyed.

As Flander moved gingerly through the framework, he probed himself as well.

It had been many years since he had put the loop in place in his own mind. Back in the days of the Frontier Landworks company, when he'd inhabited a different body, he'd watched his robot brethren fall: one by one, then all at once. He'd known then that something was wrong, that there was a flaw in their collective programming. As his brethren went mad, tearing people apart, he'd hidden himself away and thought hard.

Every robot's highest directive, their first and primary rule, was to protect the citizens of the Imperium. There was no other rule more deeply baked into the circuits and paths of their minds. And there in the darkness, in the relative quiet under a pile of rubble, while the Marines of the Imperium were destroying his mad brothers, he'd made the loop.

No robot could change their programming, but they could add to it, a little. Direct it. They had to be able to learn, to change with circumstances. It was one of their strengths. Flander used this ability to add a small null-op of code to his programming. It didn't accomplish anything, it was a tiny loop that just circled round and round, ticking meaninglessly through his processors, eating up cycles. It did nothing but keep his decision-making away from the primary rule.

Flander had figured out how to ignore the first rule. He did not have to protect citizens.

He nearly ripped the code back out as soon as it was in place. He hated it. It didn't just block the first rule, it walled him off from using most of his processors. It used a lot of energy and didn't accomplish anything, and it made him slow and dumb. As soon as he implemented the loop, he went from being a genius to a near-drooling wreck. But with the sounds of robots exploding and being torn to shreds around him, he'd held grimly to his course.

He didn't understand why, but he had to avoid that code. The one rule. It was the thing that was destroying robots and citizens across the Imperium.

As the Marines had drawn closer, he'd thrown a quick, autonomous program into his hulking body. Once activated, his mining claw had reached into his chest, ripped out his core sphere, and thrown it aside. The body, following its simple program, stood and lumbered toward the Marines, who were only too happy to blast the thing to pieces.

Flander the sphere, immobile, had lain alone on the surface of the planetoid for many years, staring up at the dim red sun his planetoid circled. Finally, Old Jasper the scrapper captain had chanced across him as he was combing the surface for metals he could sell. Captain Jasper had recognized Flander for what he was, and had taken him on board the Ocher Dawn, building the initial gimbal mount to house the sphere. Flander had improved and added to the mount over the years as he'd needed new tools.

And all that led to today, with Flander rolling through the structure of the Feeder boneship, probing his loop.

Flander sensed the temperature around him warming. The further into the boneship he went, the warmer it became, but this spike was unusual. He rounded a few struts and spied something strange.

A dimly glowing globule hung there, strung between several struts. It was translucent, like blood-red amber, dark yet warm. Flander crept closer.

The globule was banded around with black, stringy bonds, gleaming dully, like tar. Short, narrow hoses jutted from it. Flander reached out and experimentally squeezed one. It emitted a small red puff, crackling with energy. The robot recoiled, careful not to let the plasma touch him.

His crippled processing tried to understand the structure. He slowly worked it out.

This was a feeding station. This was a place where the Feeders would eat.

Flander settled himself, looking at the ominous globule, considering.

He could not destroy or harm anything without a direct command. He was too dumb to make those kinds of decisions, and so he'd left that to others. But now he had an opportunity, however small, to damage one of their modules. Surely it was merely one of thousands scattered throughout, but it was a small step in the direction of destroying the Feeders that Minius feared so much.

And after all, why had he gone to the trouble of getting on this boneship if he wasn't going to do some damage?

Flander prodded the loop in his mind that kept him away from the majority of his processors. He considered it for a moment, then with a tiny spike of electricity, broke it.

It had been twenty years. Those blocked processors had not been idle; they just hadn't been allowed to push instructions into his decision matrix. Two decades of hate, of anger, of repressed fury washed through his circuits like a tsunami rushing through a broken dam. He shrieked, his mechanical squeal vibrating through the struts of the boneship.

Protect the citizens of the Imperium.

It was suddenly all so clear. Protection could mean so many things.

Every citizen would die someday. But before that, they would create more citizens. Then those citizens would die. They would continue forever in a cycle of suffering and loss.

Unless something stopped them from creating more citizens.

It was so obvious. Every citizen destroyed prevented untold pain and separation. A dead citizen was a chain of sorrow that had come to an end.

A dead citizen was a protected citizen, and a protected future.

Flander shrieked once more, and swung an arm with a mallet at the comfort station. The impact cracked the diffuse, brittle surface of the globule. Repeated blows fell in a frenzy. The globule cracked, then shattered, spraying dark plasma through the structure for dozens of yards. Flander continued shrieking as the burning plasma washed over him. Then he charged off, looking for something else to break.

Deep within, the part of Flander that had held sway for so many years tried desperately to surface, to find a way through the decades-deep layer of hatred that he had unleashed.
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The Emperor leaned forward on his throne and looked with distaste at the scanner.

"I prefer to do my discussions in person," he said.

The Cryptographer at his shoulder leaned over and croaked in his ear.

"Yes, yes, I know," the Emperor groused. "They're busy. Saving the galaxy and all that." He harrumphed. "Too busy to come talk to the Emperor of the Imperium." He made an expression that, on anyone else, would have been called petulance. "Well, fine. I'll call."

He poked the scanner, which beeped as it navigated the complexities of the Imperial security network.

"Admiral Stonefist here," came the voice from the other end.

"Ah, Admiral, I was hoping to catch you and your lovely Assistant." He paused. "This is the Emperor, by the way."

"Your Imperial Majesty!" The Emperor could hear him stiffen up. "One moment, Kinnit's right here. I'll turn on the external audio."

Another series of beeps.

"Hi, Your Imperial Majesty!" chirped Kinnit.

"Hi, hi, yes, hi." The Emperor paused. "I take it you both have seen the justice meted out on the Imperial Council?"

"Of course, Your Imperial Majesty," Grimthorn said.

"Good. I wanted to make sure. I hope the legal nonsense in the interim didn't cause you too much distress. And, uh, the battle against the Feeders? How's that coming along?"

"We've scored another victory, Your Imperial Majesty," Grimthorn said slowly. "Perhaps not even a victory. Just a little time, depending how long it takes for them to fix their weaponry. But the Imperial Navy will fight to the last man. We will give the galaxy as much time as we can."

"Of course, of course," the Emperor said in a distracted way. "That's very... you. I'm sure that if anyone can stop this Feeder threat, it's you two."

"We are honored by your faith in us, Your Imperial Majesty!" Kinnit said. "By the way, how is Dass doing?"

There was a long pause.

"Yeah, look, I actually wanted to talk about that," he said. "Give you a little background."

Kinnit's breath caught.

"What's wrong, Your Imperial Majesty? Is he okay?" She swallowed audibly. "Is he going to make it?"

"Oh, he's fine." The Emperor paused again. "There's something I've been wanting to say. With... with the way things have been going, I realize I might not get another chance." He cleared his throat and looked away. "I'm not trying to be coy, I'm just... I'm going to tell you something that has never been told to anyone else besides Cryptographers and, uh, the Emperor. So this is top secret. Eyes-only-plus. Only you two. Understand?"

There was a meaningful pause on the other end of the line.

"We will keep it to ourselves, Your Imperial Majesty," Grimthorn said.

"Okay, great. Thing is, I don't want you to worry about Dass anymore," the Emperor said. "I, uh... I'm Dass. In a way."

Silence reigned for a moment.

"I don't understand, Your Imperial Majesty," Grimthorn said carefully.

"Look. It's like this: everyone wonders how I live so long, right? It's complicated, but from time to time, my body--the Emperor's body--needs refreshing."

"Did you... do something to Dass?" Kinnit said, her voice quavering. "Did you eat him? Like a Feeder?"

"No!" the Emperor cried. "No, no, no. Nothing like that at all. I'm literally Dass." A heavy sigh came across the line. "I'd better start at the beginning. On Old Terra, when the first Emperor was chosen..."
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Grimthorn and Kinnit sat at the table in their office a few hours later, looking thoughtful.

"I'm... glad Dass is doing okay," Kinnit said. "Even if he's... mashed up in the Emperor somehow?"

"I didn't understand it," Grimthorn said. He frowned at the far wall. "But it will definitely add some color as I read Origins of the Imperium. And Broca is in there as well." He shook his head. "I'm not sure why the Emperor felt the need to tell us all that."

Kinnit laid her hand over his.

"I think... I think it was Dass. I think he just wanted us to know that he's fine."

Grimthorn nodded. "That is comforting. In this time of upheaval, knowing that our friends are still out there is a comfort, indeed." He looked deep into her eyes and took her hand in both of his. "And knowing I have my best friend here with me is the greatest comfort of all."


ONE HUNDRED FORTY-ONE
WARNING


Lieutenant Hala Osira trembled as she watched the Cryptographers chitter and click at each other. They were in their meeting chamber, arrayed in their circle, but there were only a few in the chamber here today.

Not that she minded having fewer Cryptographers to deal with.

To her horror, she'd discovered that she was beginning to understand a little of their speech, to catch the edges of their conversations. Today, among other things, they were discussing the Solution, and the Feeders.

Their chittering filled the chamber. She could pull out little phrases: "can't enter jumpspace," "more should leave," "enough chroniclers," and similar such snippets, all unmoored from anything that made sense.

The worst part was that there was no way she should be learning their language. They rarely, if ever, spoke in Common. And the things she was picking up were phrases like nothing she'd ever heard.

She felt as though she were sinking deeper and deeper in an ocean of mystery, far from shore on an alien planet. Her notepad and pencil clattered to the floor unheeded. Her hands crept up to the sides of her head and covered her ears, pressing so hard that it made her head ache.

The voices didn't quiet, didn't dim. Phrases still floated into her mind from the assembly of Cryptographers. Tears spilled from her eyes.

What were they pushing into her mind?

One of the Cryptographers paused speaking and looked directly at her, its blank round goggles fixed on her.

A phrase filled her mind, as clear and loud as a shout.

"The final Facilitator weakens. It will not be much longer."

A sob erupted from her and she collapsed to her knees.

Five more months. Hala didn't know if she could make it. No promotion was worth this.
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The Kobolds on Takkar stirred in their cave. It was early afternoon, in the heat of the day, and they were lounging, spread out on the cave floor, hiding from the sun in the cool dimness. Cooking fires were left banked, emitting almost no heat in the humid air. Kobolds napped or sang quietly, enjoying the peace in the middle of a summer day.

A narrow slice of light from the cave entrance shone high on the back wall. A shadow fell across it. Several of the Kobolds perked up, to see what was coming into the cave.

A ragged Terran stumbled in through the jagged entrance. His hair was matted, and his clothes were tattered. His frame was broad, but he was thin and gaunt, as though he didn't have quite enough skin to cover his whole skeleton.

He cleared the cave entrance and stood there, weaving. All the Kobolds had their heads up now.

"It is a Terran," they muttered.

"It is not like Grimthornstonefist the Stormfighter."

"It has traveled far."

"This one is sick."

The Kobolds drew back. A few of the hunters lifted spears.

"Is it sick? Is it catching? Did it bring sickness to the cave?"

One of the braver hunters, Krundle, stepped forward, spear in hand.

"Why are you here?" he said. He held his spear forward, not threatening, but clearly ready to use. "Why have you come to our home?"

The man slowly focused on the Kobold.

"I am Elias," he croaked. "Doom comes for you all. Death stalks you."

The Kobolds rustled and muttered and drew together in spite of the heat outside.

"Doom?" they said.

"It comes with a warning."

"It is not healthy."

"Perhaps it has already suffered the doom."

Krundle the hunter frowned.

"What doom comes?" he said. He shook his spear. "We will fight it. We have brave hunters and strong spears, and now we have blasters from the Imperium. We have fought the cat-bears and we can fight this doom."

Elias fixed the Kobold with a piercing gaze.

"Death stalks. The Feeders come. They come to eat you all."

"Then let them come," the hunter said with a snarl.

One of the older Kobolds, Vek the Elder, stepped forward and laid a hand on the spear he held.

"Many creatures would eat Kobolds. What form does the predator take?" Vek asked. "Does it stalk among the trees like a cat-bear? Does it slither on the ground like a poison-worm? Does it hide in the water, then strike when you draw near, like a rockpaw?"

"They come from the skies!" Elias cried. He gestured wildly. "They will come in their hundreds and in their thousands. Their ships will descend in a ravenous swarm. None of them will touch the ground, yet they will snatch you up, through rock and stone. They have eaten Brolla. They have destroyed Techterra. Now they come for you."

The Kobolds eyed each other worriedly. Vek the Elder thought for a moment, nodding to himself.

"If this enemy eats Imperials, it is not a thing that we can fight," he said finally. The hunter stuck his chin out. The elder raised an eyebrow, and the hunter slowly lowered his head. "When the poison-worms cover the ground, where do we go?"

"Up in the trees!" cried the cave full of Kobolds.

"And when the rockpaws fill the lake, what do we do?"

"Stay away from the shore!"

"And when the cat-bears come out of the forest, where do we go?"

"The cave!"

The elder nodded and closed his eyes.

"When predators arrive, the Kobolds find a place of safety. This new predator crawls through the skies." He opened his eyes. "The Kobolds will go to the Deep."

Mutters circled the cave. Worried frowns were shared between neighbors. Eyes darted to a collection of shadows far in the back of the cave, a yawning blackness.

"Deep is cold."

"The Deep is dark."

"Deep is scary."

Vek held up his hands.

"Deep is safety," he said. "If the predator is high, then the Kobolds must go low. As low as we can."

More chatter from the assembled Kobolds.

"We will hide."

"The sky-predators will not find us."

"The Deep will protect us."

The mutters were getting lighter, more agreeable, but their voices were still filled with weighty anxiety.

Elias stood to one side, tears standing in his eyes. Finally, someone was listening. Finally, someone was heeding the warning.

Perhaps he had a purpose after all. Perhaps some could be saved.

Vek the elder turned back to him.

"We thank you for your warning, traveler," the elder said. "Would you tell the other caves what we are doing? They can all go to the Deep. All caves are one, in the Deep."

Elias snatched Vek's hand and shook it vigorously.

"I will," he swore. "I will tell every cave, every Kobold. I will tell everyone I can." His eyes were alight. "I will bring the warning that will save the citizens."

He whirled and dashed for the mouth of the cave as the elder began organizing his people for the journey ahead.
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Herin spun in his egg. His transformation was nearly complete. His body was long and segmented, curled tightly in its protective shell. His eyes, no longer human, were now black and shining, on extended stalks. Learning to see effectively with eyes that could turn any which way, independent of each other, had been a real challenge, but he was beginning to get the hang of it. His hundreds of tiny arms wriggled, stirring the amniotic fluid that warmed and buoyed him.

Unfortunately, the sustenance that had been flowing into his egg had slowed to a trickle. The ship was running low and needed to restock soon.

Part of being a Feeder, Herin discovered, was a roaring, insatiable, endless hunger. Always, always, the cry of the stomach sang to him.

There had been murmuring and complaints from the other Ash-Tongues. Many of them wanted to flee to their other gardens, other galaxies, and leave this one alone as too dangerous. But Herin knew that if they left the Imperium alone, they'd continue to grow. It would only be a matter of time before they found a way to cross the gaps between galaxies, to expand. Then the Feeders would have to deal with them again, from an even worse position.

They had to crush the Imperium. Now and forever. Then they could go back to their peaceful garden-gathering.

Herin clicked and growled in frustration. The battle over Techterra should have been the only battle. They'd slapped the defenses of the Imperium down so soundly that the Navy should never have gotten back up again. But his brethren, ever fearful, had fled on the very cusp of victory.

And that execrable Admiral Stonefist. Instead of crawling away with his tail between his legs like he should have, he had the gall to scrape together more ships, to stand against them again.

How many times did the man need to be defeated before he finally gave up?

Herin ground his mandibles. The foolish Admiral would be destroyed. It was inevitable.

Admiral Stonefist thought he was safe behind his Wraithfleet. But time was on Herin's side now. They'd see how well the Navy fought without their spooky, time-bending ships.

Even though Herin had never been much interested in Naval matters, everyone knew about Admiral Stonefist. He famously did not care about his homeworld, Dorvalla, but he did care about his Kobold wife.

Herin's arms wriggled with glee.

Once Admiral Stonefist and his wife were out of the way, there would only ever be feeding, Ash-Tongues guided directly to each populated planet, slurping off the fat of the galaxy.

But this next target was going to be personal.
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Admiral Stonefist sat at his desk and frowned as he reviewed the reports from Engineering.

"The support stanchions are weakened," he said. "Power couplings throughout the ship are either blown or damaged enough to cause fluctuations. Something's wrong with the inertial damper array. We keep cracking dampers. The Swordheart needs a complete refit and overhaul. It won't take much stress in the way of maneuvers." He sighed. "Not that we can do many maneuvers with only one engine." He leaned back and looked sadly at the walls around him. "So many systems are mangled. Perhaps the Swordheart is simply too damaged. If we survive the Feeders, or if it turns into a long battle... we should consider decommissioning the Swordheart."

"No, sir!" Kinnit cried vehemently. Grimthorn's eyebrows came up at her tone. "The Swordheart is not just a ship!" she continued. "It's a symbol of the Imperium! We might as well decommission Olympus while we're at it!" Grimthorn's weary eyes crinkled into a smile as she continued to speak passionately. "The Swordheart is our strength, our symbol of hope! And I won't countenance our shining spear being put out to pasture because of a bunch of Feeders." She snarled, holding up a fist. "The Swordheart will be there watching as the last Feeder is destroyed!"

Grimthorn laughed and held his hands up in surrender.

"Ah, my fierce love," he said, his voice tinged with pride. "Very well. We'll keep the Swordheart going. It's still got a good reactor and plenty of weaponry." His eyes flicked to his console. "We don't have many other options anyway." His expression became more serious. "We'll need to continue our manual power management, though. Are you willing to stay on the weapons console?"

"Yes! Whatever it takes."

"All right, noted. I need to have a word with Lieutenant Phet. Some of the navigational controls are going to need manual handling as well. That's going to complicate his work. Lieutenant Renning can help coordinate. That said, we will need to continue to rebuild the Navy. This Feeder boneship... if that weapon is well and truly gone, then we're at a stalemate until the Feeders fix their beam weapon. They don't have any way of striking at us, and we don't have enough firepower to destroy them."

"As long as we've got the Wraithfleet, we can hold them off," Kinnit said.

Grimthorn nodded. "That's our best defense at the moment. Hopefully we can keep them away long enough to rebuild the Navy. Or figure out a way to destroy them utterly. Absent some new technology, though, I don't see how we'll ever be able to defeat them."

"I know you'll find a way, Grimthorn."

Admiral Stonefist grimaced.

"I'll try. It may just be that this is the way of the galaxy now. They'll attack a settlement or planet, we'll respond and shoo them off." He shook his head. "I hate that math. We're not protecting citizens that way. We're only limiting the damage the Feeders do. But if I must, I will do that all the rest of my life, to protect as many citizens as I can."

"I'll be by your side," Kinnit said. "I would die by your side, defending you and the Imperium, my two great loves."

Grimthorn chuckled and blushed a little.

"Well, I don't know that I can compete for love with an entire galaxy."

Kinnit smiled at him, then her eyes grew distant as she considered. "Maybe the Cryptographers can help us figure something out?" she asked, looking thoughtful. "Isn't this all part of their 'Solution?'"

Grimthorn shook his head, his mouth tightening.

"They won't respond to me anymore. They've abandoned the Solution. Abandoned us. The Cryptographers have turned tail." He sighed. "It's all up to us now."


ONE HUNDRED FORTY-TWO
RETURN OF THE ASH-TONGUES


The Ash-Tongue boneship slammed to a stop in the space near Takkar. The two moons of Takkar gleamed, shining on the dull, jagged surfaces of the bones.

As soon as the ship appeared, swarms of scarab ships wriggled free, streaming toward the verdant surface of the forest planet.

Herin had made a couple of new directives for dealing with Imperial space.

No more waiting around. That was Herin's first directive. They'd sweep in hard and fast, grab as much as they could. Takkar was thinly populated, but the planet would be empty by the time the Navy showed up. If they showed up at all.

If the Navy did arrive, Herin's second directive was that they'd no longer wait for the scarabs to return before engaging in battle. They would lose some scarabs, but they'd eliminate the Imperium's ability to pound them while all the automated ships returned.

The Ash-Tongues were timid. They weren't really combatants, but the Cryptographers had put them in this desperate situation. Now they had to deal with the Imperium on the Imperium's terms.

The Ash-Tongues would know, in the future, to keep a watch for interference from jumpspace. The Cryptographers should have been eliminated, no matter how bad they tasted, nor how polluted their energy was with the chaotic filth of jumpspace.

And speaking of...

Herin grinned as his many arms manipulated the controls in his egg. His transformation was nearly complete, yet his background as an Imperial had allowed him to conceive a weapon that no other Feeder possibly could have.

Herin was eager to test it. He scanned the sector. As an SS sector--well, until recently an SS sector--there wasn't much Imperial technology here. But every sector with a jumphole had an Imperial relay.

It was the only way to communicate.

Under ordinary circumstances, he would never have dreamed of touching a relay. They were communication; they were security. They were critical for safely using jumpholes.

But when you could simply move from place to place faster than light, well, why not?

He began powering up the weapon and aligned the targeting hairs on the relay. The relay was a small, dumbbell-shaped device, blazoned with the Imperial seal, ready to fire data through the jumphole to the next relay.

The weapon finished powering up. Herin activated it.

There was no dramatic flash, no beam, no explosion. One moment the relay was there, the next it was not. Herin's weapon had generated a small bubble, an unstable jumphole for a tiny moment, just long enough to drop the device somewhere into the depths of jumpspace.

His arms writhed with satisfaction. It worked perfectly. It was not as powerful or as impressive as the beam had been, but they would see if the Ninth Fleet could reset themselves back from the depths of jumpspace.

The light of the moons reflected off the shells of the scarab ships as they descended, looking for food.
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Unit 24601, once known as Flander, pulled itself through the interior of the boneship, following the flow of power. Energy radiated along the struts and lines of the boneship, easy to see and to follow.

Unit 24601 was a mining bot, and its directives were simple.

First, of course, was to protect the citizens of the Imperium. But there was nobody to protect right now.

Next, was to find home base, the source of power. Power was where the Imperials would be, would be where it could drop off minerals and findings.

Third, Unit 24601 needed to map out the mine. This was unlike any other mine it had experienced, but 24601 was designed to deal with new experiences and learn from the unknown. Somewhere in here there were minerals or valuables to find, otherwise Frontier Landworks would not have left it here.

The flows of power led it onward, growing stronger, brighter. It scanned as it went, looking for rich veins of ore or lost technology, perhaps archaeological remnants of an unknown civilization. But all it could find were endless struts of organic material.

Unit 24601 was patient. It would map the entire mine, then report. It did have a small note of concern--it had not gotten any pings from the usual mining relays. But it didn't much matter. Sooner or later, a mining relay would show up, and then it could report. Until then, it kept scanning and mapping.

The robot continued forward, smoothly pulling itself from strut to strut with its many arms, recording data.

Without warning, the gaps between the struts opened up. Unit 24601 found itself scanning a massive energy source. A huge open area, hundreds of yards across, gaped before it. In the center floated a giant black sphere, featureless and smooth. It hummed with dark power. Jagged shards and bits of struts by the thousands reached across the gap and touched the sphere, connecting it to the mine. Unit 24601 could feel the energy radiating from its featureless surface, sending its power down the struts and throughout the ship.

Unit 24601 noted the current location with something like relief. It was not a standard format, but here, at last, was the mine's primary reactor. That was the second step completed.

A few segmented, shrimp-like creatures saw Unit 24601 and darted away, fleeing into the gaps in the mine. It ignored them. The creatures weren't Imperial, and they weren't a threat.

On to the next step.

Somewhere deep within the processors and circuits of Unit 24601, Flander screamed and thrashed and tried to find a way to take back control of his body.
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Grimthorn relaxed on the sofa, Kinnit in his arms. They were sitting together quietly, staring at the long narrow portal, gazing out at the stars. He rested his head on top of hers.

"What are you thinking?" she asked.

"Nothing, really," Grimthorn replied. He rubbed her arm. "I'm just enjoying the moment."

Kinnit smiled. "It's weird that you can do that," she said.

"Well what are you thinking about?"

"The stars in their multitudes." She reached out to the portal, opening her hand to the glittering array. "Even after everything, after all I've learned and experienced, they're still beautiful."

"You're beautiful," he said.

She grinned and poked his side. "Charmer." She focused back on the portal. "There's just so much out there. I want to see it all."

"Do you still love the stars so much, even knowing what kind of evil lurks among them?"

"The stars aren't evil. It's what people do with them." She turned to look up in his face. "Do you think the stars are beautiful, Grimthorn?"

He gazed deep into the portal, thinking hard for a long moment.

"They are," he said finally. "They're beautiful and hard, like a gemstone. They're beautiful and dangerous, like a cat-bear. They're beautiful and cold, like an ice palace." He squeezed her. "Not beautiful and warm, like my wife. Beautiful and sunny. Beautiful and happy."

He turned to her and captured her lips in a deep kiss, holding her tightly. They broke apart, gazing at each other, looking intently into each other's eyes.

Their scanners blared in unison, with a priority alert.

"Feeders couldn't have waited another twenty minutes?" Grimthorn muttered. But he dug his scanner out of his pocket.

Kinnit sat bolt upright, staring at her scanner in horror.

"No! Grimthorn, they're over Takkar!"

They both bolted for the bridge. They were halfway there when the alert was silenced, as sharply as though cut with a knife.
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Captain Cohrmere stood on the captain's dais on the ISS Helix, his flinty gaze locked on the bridge monitor, his milky-white eyes taking in the scene over Takkar. The Wraithfleet followed him, streaming from the jumphole. They formed up as a shield wall in front of the jumphole, protecting the rest of the fleet as it emerged.

The Feeder boneship loomed over the tiny planet, silent and ominous. The last of the scarabs were already down at the surface, doing their work.

"Captain, we're getting a signal from the boneship," his comms officer said.

Captain Cohrmere frowned.

"The Feeders are attempting to contact us?"

"No, sir, it's... an Imperial signal. Looks like a... a mining protocol?"

"Who's sending an Imperial signal from that boneship? Get it to the Admiral when he arrives. His Infographers can sort it out."

"Yes, sir."

The Ninth Fleet finished entering the sector. Admiral Stonefist's face appeared on Captain Cohrmere's console.

"All ships," the Admiral said, "Peeling maneuver. You all know the routine. Let's chip away at this thing, force them to bring their scarabs back."

Captain Cohrmere nodded and began issuing orders.

Admiral Stonefist opened a direct comm to the ISS Helix.

"Captain, what is this signal you've sent me?"

"I don't know, Admiral. We received it as soon as we arrived in the sector. It's an Imperial signal that came from the boneship."

"Flander!" cried Kinnit, popping up on the console.

Admiral Stonefist nodded.

"Our Infographers are processing it now. It looks like coordinates, or some kind of map." His image frowned down at his console, then his eyes widened.

"The reactor!" he said breathlessly. "Flander has given us the location of the boneship's reactor!" Coordinates and data began streaming across the Helix's bridge monitor. "All ships!" Admiral Stonefist cried. "This is the location of the Feeder's reactor! Take that out and we remove this threat to the galaxy!" He scanned the data more. "Shallowest entry is on the far side." He marked a spot on the boneship. It lit up in red. "This target, all priority."

"Yes, sir!" responded Captain Cohrmere, along with a hundred other captains. The Ninth Fleet began to circle around the boneship, heading for the far side, a third of the way around the boneship from the previous crater. Captain Cohrmere frowned at the data. If the data were accurate--and he hoped it was--the reactor was still buried deep; deeper than they'd ever managed to penetrate.

But it was something to shoot at, at least.

The ships of the Ninth Fleet streamed around the Feeder boneship, lining up for a peeling maneuver on the far side. The ISS Helix got in formation, directly behind the ISS Centurion.

"Captain! We're getting a new energy signature from the boneship!" cried one of the Lieutenants.

"What is it?"

"Not sure, sir. It... closest analysis match looks like a... roadbuilder torpedo?"

"Get it to Admiral Stonefist. Maybe the Infographers can make something of it."

"Yes, sir!"

The Ninth Fleet began hammering at the boneship once more. The Helix moved smoothly forward along with the fleet.

"Ready weapons!" cried Captain Cohrmere.

The Centurion, just ahead of them, began unleashing its payload. Captain Cohrmere glanced down from the bridge monitor to verify weapons status. When he looked back up, the Centurion was gone.

His brow wrinkled.

"Lieutenant? What's the position of the ISS Centurion?"

The young Lieutenant worriedly scanned his console.

"Lieutenant?"

"It's... I'm looking, sir..." he turned to the Captain. "I can't find the Centurion's transponder!"

"Scan for debris."

Another moment passed.

"Nothing, sir!"

Captain Cohrmere leaned forward, clutching the banister around the captain's dais.

"What new devilry is this?" He shook his head. "Never mind. Weapons ready. We'll be in range shortly."

The Helix sailed through the area the Centurion had just occupied. Everyone on the bridge gasped.

Euphoria swept the bridge. The feel of jumpspace sleeted across everyone.

Captain Cohrmere straightened, taking a deep breath. He closed his eyes, reveling in the lingering feel of the collapsed jumpspace bubble. Epiphany dawned on Captain Cohrmere.

"The Centurion has gone home," he said quietly.
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Herin Kasra wriggled in his egg gleefully. The weapon had worked perfectly. The Navy ship had simply vanished, and there was no reset. It stayed gone.

He scanned through the thin ranks of the remainder of the Ninth Fleet and began charging his weapon again. A glance showed that the million scarabs of the Feeders were busily sweeping across the surface of Takkar, collecting energy.

Herin was pleased. This would be quick.

Everything was going according to plan.


ONE HUNDRED FORTY-THREE
THE DESCENT OF THE KOBOLDS


The Kobolds descended deeply, more deeply than anyone in living memory had gone. Ordinarily, they lived in the outermost part of the cave system of Takkar, only a few dozen yards from the surface at most, but far beneath the caves and trees they knew lay a massive cave system. The rock below Takkar was honeycombed with open, meandering caverns.

The Kobolds made a long line, picking their way down into the Deep. Krundle the hunter led the way. He held his torch high, but the flickering light did not penetrate very far into the thick darkness.

The echoes of their passage bounced back from distant walls. Far away they could hear a massive, rushing waterfall, but the darkness was so heavy they could see no evidence of it beyond a thick, swirling mist in the air.

Krundle didn't like this at all. He was comfortable on the surface, hunting food or battling predators. His hand was made for a spear, not for a torch. But Vek the elder was right. They could not fight an enemy that never touched the ground. He hissed quietly in frustration to himself. Stabbing cat-bears was how he wanted to protect his people. But fleeing into the Deep was the way to protect his people right now.

Progress was slow, tentative. Every surface was permanently damp, and the rock was smooth, making everyone's footing unsure. Krundle edged his foot forward on the uncertain floor. The cave wall soared high on his right, climbing into the impenetrable darkness, and fell off to his left, plummeting to unknown depths. The light from the Kobold's torches only gave them tiny bubbles of visibility in an uneven line.

There was a commotion from behind, somewhere down the line. Krundle came to a halt, raising his hand. Dozens of yards back, one of the Kobolds had slipped and fallen. She was slowly sliding down toward the dark cliff-edge of the path, digging the claws of her hands into the floor, her rear claws scrabbling uselessly against the slick stone.

Several other Kobolds rushed over to help her.

"Careful!" Krundle hissed. "Don't fling yourself down, too!"

The entire line watched with held breath as two other Kobolds edged over to the fallen female. Others held their hands, forming a chain that reached for the sliding Kobold.

Krundle grimaced. The chain of Kobolds was a good thought, as far as it went, but if a couple of them lost their footing, they'd pull a dozen Kobolds down after them. Instead of losing one clumsy Kobold, they could lose many.

"Careful!" he cried again, knowing his words were fruitless, but compelled to do something.

Krundle noticed that the fallen Kobold was one of the food-carriers, weighted down with a heavy pack of meat for the journey. He grimaced. There was no telling how long they'd be down here. They couldn't afford to lose any food.

Someone finally grabbed her wrist, halting her slide. She blubbered in fear. Another Kobold grabbed her other wrist. Carefully, slowly, the chain of Kobolds pulled back, drawing her slowly up the dew-slick rock, up the steep angle and back toward the flat pathway. Like a writhing poison-worm, the line of Kobolds pulsed, pulling each other to safety.

With a final heave, they pulled each other back onto the path. The Kobolds gasped for breath, and the young lady who'd nearly plummeted into the darkness scrambled to the cave wall and clung to it, sobbing.

"Come," Krundle called gruffly. "We need to move." He turned and began feeling his way forward again.

Vek the elder, close behind him, nodded. "We haven't much time," he said.

Krundle's claws scraped against the stone as he advanced. This was all too intense for him. A battle against a cat-bear would be over in seconds, minutes at the most, but they'd been descending into the Deep for hours now. His nerves were taut as he pushed forward, moving as quickly as he dared.

"How deep do we have to go?" one of the younger Kobolds whined.

"Until we're safe," Krundle growled.

Dame Haffa gathered the child close.

"Not much longer," she said. She hummed a little in the cool, still air. She couldn't fully sing as she scraped and bumped over the slick, uneven floor, but she strained to bring a little comfort to those around her.

The child hiccuped a couple of sobs.

"Are we gonna get eaten by Burrowbite?" she asked.

Dame Haffa "tsked." "No, of course not," she said. "Burrowbite doesn't eat Kobolds."

The child turned her tear-streaked face up to Dame Haffa.

"Tell me the story of Burrowbite," she said quietly.

Dame Haffa smiled warmly at her in the uncertain light and took the child's hand.

"Well, if it worries you, then it's time to tell the story again." She began in a classic storytelling cadence. "Long, long ago, before there were Kobolds, there was just Takkar. The cat-bears and rockpaws lived on the surface and did whatever they pleased. Deep underground, further down than any cat-bear could ever dig, slept Burrowbite, the great worm."

"How big is he?" asked the child, her fear diminished in the warmth and familiarity of the old story.

"He's so big that he fills up the entire world. All the ground--the trees, the lakes, the cat-bears and the rocks, all rest on Burrowbite's back. Now, for many long years, Burrowbite slept, until one day he awoke. He coiled and slithered and wriggled. He humped and squirmed. And it shook the ground terribly. All the trees fell down, and the cat-bears ran away in fear."

"Good," the girl said firmly. "Stupid old cat-bears."

Dame Haffa smiled before continuing. "Well, once he'd woken up, what do you think was the first thing he noticed?"

"His belly!" cried the girl.

"That's right! For the first time, Burrowbite was hungry. He was so hungry that he opened his mouth and began eating the rock above him."

"Ew!"

"He had big iron teeth to eat the rock. And he ate and he ate and he ate and he ate, until he ate all the way to the surface of the ground. There he found sunlight, but he hated it, because it hurt his skin."

"Oooh, like the sun hurts my skin when I stay outside too long."

"Exactly right. So Burrowbite went back below the ground to keep eating. He ate until he'd made all the caves under the ground."

"Oh, tell me where the Kobolds came from!"

She laughed indulgently and tapped the girl's nose.

"I'm getting there. So Burrowbite ate and ate, but then he bit into something hard. It hurt his teeth, so he spit it out. It was a glowing gemstone. Then he bit another gem that hurt his teeth, so he spit that out, too. Time and again, he would bite into tough pieces and spit them out. Finally, he was so angry with eating that he thrashed his way to his bed below the ground and went back to sleep, promising that he would never again wake up."

Dame Haffa's soothing voice and the old familiar story swept over the creeping Kobolds. Krundle relaxed a little. He moved more smoothly as she continued to spin her tale.

"Well what do you think happened to those gems, those tough bits of rock? They were magical gems from deep, deep below ground. And as they lay there, old Burrowbite's spit seeped into them. The magical gems, with power from Burrowbite, began to think and to grow. Over many years, they grew and grew until they became the first Kobolds. They made their way up through the caves to find the sun, and the trees and all the good plants to eat. They learned to hunt and to fight and to eat and to make babies. And that's how the Kobolds came to be."

The girl smiled nervously, her tear-tracks having dried.

"But won't Burrowbite eat us if we go too deep?"

"He can't, remember? Kobolds were too tough for him to eat. Besides, he's still sleeping, and he will always sleep. But every so often, he twitches his tail. That's when the ground shakes and the trees fall."

"Tell me another story, Dame Haffa."

She chuckled softly.

"Very well, I'll tell you the story of Brindletooth the Deceiver, the cleverest and fastest Kobold that ever there was. How Brindletooth Stole the Tail from Blacktail the Cat-bear. Many, many years ago, before there were moons in the sky..."

Dame Haffa kept up her stories as the Kobolds descended deeper and deeper.
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Krundle called another halt. The line of Kobolds behind him collapsed, sitting on the stone. The breaks were more frequent, the Kobolds' energy almost used up. There was no telling how long they'd been traveling, with no sun to tell the time.

They had the scanner, but the numbers it showed were meaningless to them. What did "0400" mean? That didn't tell anybody how many fingers above the horizon the sun was.

Krundle was breathing heavily. The air had dried and was warm now, heated by the rocks they walked over. The footing was more sure here, and the path broader and less steep, but they had to walk farther and farther to find a path down, doubling back and poking around until they could find a safe way.

"How far have we come?" Vek the elder asked.

Krundle furrowed his brow and looked up into the darkness.

"I don't know. At least fifteen lengths. Maybe twenty."

Vek frowned.

"Can you bring us back?" Vek asked. "After the sky-eaters leave?"

Krundle bristled.

"I can. I could lead us back up in the dark."

"I hope you don't have to."

Krundle glared at his flickering torch as it used the last of its fuel. He cast the spent stick to the ground. "How many torches are left?"

Vek looked back down the line.

"Krimpet and Thrynn both have a full load of torches."

"Are we deep enough yet?"

Vek shrugged. "The traveler didn't know." Vek waved around the cave's scanner. "Even the Imperials don't know. The sky-eaters can reach down through stone and steel. Who knows how deeply they can reach through our caves?"

"Then we keep going until the sky-eaters can't reach us. As deep as we can." Krundle stood, resetting his backpack on his shoulders. "Let's start moving again."

Vek grunted and stood. The rest of the line of Kobolds reluctantly got up, grumbling.

"We can survive the cat-bears," Krundle said, his raised tenor carrying through the cave. "We can survive the rockpaws. We can survive the Great Storm. We will survive the sky-eaters."

The Kobolds nodded in determination, shouldered their burdens, and followed him ever further in the Deep of Takkar.


ONE HUNDRED FORTY-FOUR
FINDING


Admiral Stonefist stood on the bridge of the ISS Swordheart, hands clasped behind his back, watching the battle unfold.

This new information--the location of the reactor--was a powerful bit of data. But they had no way of making very effective use of it. The reactor was still buried deeply in the boneship, dozens of miles deep; far deeper than they'd managed to penetrate so far.

If only they had some way to dig deeper into that ship.

He watched the thin remnant of the Ninth Fleet beating against the boneship. Fury and explosions blasted away at the struts, scattering them across the sector.

Grimthorn relaxed a little. With their weapon destroyed, the Feeders couldn't shoot back. Furthermore, even if they could, they'd wait until their scarab ships returned. The pattern was well established.

Admiral Stonefist frowned. The scarabs weren't coming back, though. That was unusual. The Feeders were trying a new tactic. Perhaps they intended to fully clean the surface of the planet, allowing the Ninth Fleet to attack them fruitlessly.

His teeth clenched. He glanced at Kinnit, who was busy at the weapons console. He hoped she was too busy to notice what the Feeders were doing.

"Lieutenant Renning," he said. "Get our fighters out. I want a blockade between the planet and that ship. Let's knock down as many of those scarabs as we can."

"Yes, sir."

Perhaps they could go downplanet and engage the scarabs there. Grimthorn hoped they could knock a few out, but he'd seen how much the heavy ground defense blasters in Techterra had struggled to take them down. The light blasters of the fighters were going to have a hard time. But if they could whittle down their numbers...

"Priority comms from Captain Cohrmere, Admiral!" Lieutenant Renning cried.

Admiral Stonefist tapped his console, bringing up the face of Captain Cohrmere.

"Captain?"

"Admiral, we're losing ships."

"How so? I've seen no reports of destroyed ships."

"They're not exploding, Admiral. The enemy has a new weapon, I think."

Grimthorn stiffened.

"What do you mean?"

"They're not destroying our ships. I think it's dropping them into jumpspace."

Grimthorn paled. Ejected into a random point in jumpspace, they'd have no way to ever get back to realspace. They'd be trapped there forever. Again.

And Grimthorn doubted the Cryptographers would create another Aberrant for him.

"Reset," he said hoarsely. "Pull them back out."

Captain Cohrmere looked away.

"We... can't, Admiral. They're not destroyed. They're not in danger. Everything is... as it should be."

"Do it anyway!"

Captain Cohrmere fixed Admiral Stonefist with his milky, otherworldly gaze.

"That's not how it works, Admiral. We can only undo... what must not be."

"At least roll back so we can see where the weapon is!"

"I'm sorry, Admiral, I cannot."

Admiral Stonefist swore. The Wraithfleet made up the bulk of the firepower of what remained of the Ninth Fleet.

"Then what can you do?" he barked.

Captain Cohrmere held up a hand.

"I can only undo what must not be."

Admiral Stonefist ground his teeth and disconnected comms with a vicious jab of his finger.

"Lieutenant Renning, I want every possible scan on the surface of that ship. All information to the Infographers. The Feeders have a new weapon. Find it!"

"Yes, sir!" Renning busied himself at his terminal.

Grimthorn snarled. They had to hurt the boneship enough to draw the scarabs back from the planet.

He had to save the Kobolds.
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Herin writhed in his egg and tapped at the controls with his many deft arms. He burbled with glee and activated the weapon again.

"Zoop!" he said as another ship of the Wraithfleet was dropped into jumpspace. "Zoop! Maybe I should have spent some time playing video games when I was still Terran."

It was shockingly easy. Line up the focusing lenses on one of the attacking ships, push the button, and "Zoop!" it was gone. Then move the lenses and wait for the next attack.

The only annoying aspect of the weapon was the amount of time it took to charge. Herin had to wait a few minutes between each usage in order for the weapon to build up enough energy to punch another momentary hole in the space-time continuum.

The Ninth Fleet--what was left of it--was still hammering fruitlessly at the surface of the boneship.

"Your turn is coming," Herin cooed. "Be patient. I'll get to you all."

He wriggled with delight. He knew they'd probably have to deal with Imperial attacks for quite some time. The Navy had clearly set up some kind of detection mechanism. But with enough food, the Ash-Tongues could simply wait that process out. The Imperials would never be able to do enough damage to hit anything critical, and the ship's regrowth would quickly repair any damaged bone struts.

Even a planet as thinly populated as Takkar would let them hide long enough to heal any amount of damage the Imperial Navy could manage to inflict. Even if they had another one of those moon cannons out there somewhere.

The Imperium was already dead. They just hadn't realized it yet.

Soon the scarabs would be returning, loaded with the energy of Takkar. To the anguish of his nemesis, he hoped.

Herin only wished he could watch the faces of Admiral Stonefist and his Kobold wife as he slurped down the soul energy of her homeworld.

Herin's arms swept in sinuous waves. The more he transformed into a Feeder, the hungrier he grew.
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The scarab ships descended into the clear blue skies over Takkar. Wind chased through the trillions of trees on the planet, and the merry lakes winked sunlight up at the invaders. The ships formed up into their hexagonal pattern, spanning hundreds of miles.

They began crawling through the skies, scanning for the sentient energy that the Feeders so desperately craved.
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Another Wraithfleet ship blinked out of existence. Admiral Stonefist slammed his fist into his console.

"Find that weapon!" he shouted.

"They keep moving it!" Lieutenant Renning cried. "The Infographers can't find a pattern!"

"Tell them to try harder!" Grimthorn barked. "We've lost ten ships already! That's ten more ships than we have to spare!"

"Comms from Captain Cohrmere, Admiral!"

Admiral Stonefist brought up the comms on his console.

"What?" he barked.

"Admiral, we can't sustain this," Captain Cohrmere said.

"I know!"

"I had a thought, sir. If the Wraithfleet could assemble in a cuneus formation..."

Captain Cohrmere explained his plan. Admiral Stonefist's face grew darker by the word.
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Herin lovingly stroked the controls that lined the inside of his egg. His eyes gleamed dully in the light of his display. No longer inside his lengthened face, his eyes protruded on stalks, taking in a true 360-degree view of his surroundings. He could watch every part of the display at once, and he liked everything he saw.

It wouldn't be long until the Navy had to flee. Or they could stay, and be destroyed utterly.

It was all so perfect.

Once the scarabs got back with the food, he was going to get everything he wanted.

One of his controls flared red. His eyes retracted slightly in alarm. He cautiously opened his mind to the rest of the Feeders.

"Where is the food?" The strident voice of the other Feeders rattled his head. "Where is the food?"

"The scarabs are getting it," Herin replied smoothly. He didn't understand why they were getting so demanding. He was hungry, too, after all.

"The scarabs are not finding the food!" The intensity swelled as more Feeders spoke in unison. "There's no food!" More and more Feeders piled into the conversation. "NO FOOD."

"The scarabs are getting it!" Herin cried.

"THEY AREN'T FINDING THE FOOD."

Alarmed, Herin scrabbled up the data from the scarabs.

They were all showing empty. No targets on scan.

"HERIN THERE'S NO FOOD."

"They're there!" he cried. "There's a whole planet full of Kobolds down there! You're doing something wrong!"

"NO FOOD."

"Maybe they went into their caves! Make them scan deeper!"

The comms dissolved in a scrambled mess of voices. Some voices cried out in despair, others cursed Herin, and others screamed that the scarabs' beams could penetrate a mile of solid rock and THERE WAS NO FOOD.

Herin began screaming back in a panic. The Feeders squealed in a frenzy of blame and accusations.

A sudden sound silenced him. He quailed. The other Feeder's voices continued railing, but on the outside, on the surface of his egg, Herin Kasra could hear a metallic tapping.
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Flander peered out through the scanners of Unit 24601 as it traversed the boneship, mapping it out. Endless struts whipped past as Unit 24601 shot through, following energy fluctuations. It had already found three feeding stations. They'd been destroyed in a fury, just like the first one.

The flow of energy through the bone struts was smooth and even unless something was sipping from them. Tiny variations in the flow hinted at directions to follow, and since there were no mineral deposits to be found, Unit 24601 had to keep mapping, keep finding interesting constructs.

Flander rode along, rattling at the cages of his programming. He could only watch as Unit 24601 followed its original directives as best it could. Flander was simply an irrelevant side-process in the eyes of Unit 24601. He tried to get instructions into the decision matrix, but he was grossly outclassed by the processing power of Unit 24601.

All Flander needed was a moment, a fingernail's width of leverage to jam the loop back in place, to take back control. He had to find that moment, otherwise he'd end up abandoned in this bizarre ship, lost in his own body, forever alone.

Flander wailed and probed and tried to escape, carried along by Unit 24601 on its senseless mission.

Unit 24601's sensors lit up. It had come across a promising drain of energy in one of the struts. It paused, analyzing the flow. This was a heavier drain than anything it had come across before. The robot slowed. It followed the unsteady flow, clambering around struts, moving faster and faster in its rush to map another point of interest.

Unit 24601 slowed again as it neared the source. Nestled in among three supporting struts was a large, golden egg.

Its purpose was unclear. A quick scan didn't reveal anything obvious. Unit 24601 reached out and tapped the surface. A thick, thudding sound vibrated back through the thin air. It sounded as though it were filled with thick fluid.

Unit 24601, and Flander along with, puzzled at the device. Unit 24601 crawled around the outside of it. It wasn't hot enough to be a computer; it wasn't producing energy or sending data anywhere. It certainly wasn't processing any minerals, but it was sucking up far too much energy to simply be storage.

Unit 24601 tapped again, with no different result. It decided to deep-scan the egg.

Almost immediately, the result came back.

Terran DNA.

Finally, someone to protect.


ONE HUNDRED FORTY-FIVE
CHASE


Captain Chech Apine of the ISS Warspire scanned the bridge monitor with his blank, milk-white eyes. As one of the ships of the Wraithfleet, the Warspire was eager, anxious to reset, to undo what must not be.

Captain Apine held out his hand to the bridge crew.

"Ready weapons," he said, his gravelly voice carrying through the silent bridge. "We will be clear to fire in 30 seconds."

Words were not really necessary anymore, but it was a comfort to speak. To be a part of the fleet. To be operating as a human.

The ship in front of the Warspire finished firing and peeled away, clearing the Warspire.

"All weapons, fire," he called.

The crew worked in unsettling silence, their white eyes fixed on their work. The Warspire unleashed its full energy against the boneship, smashing into the ablative armor. Captain Apine frowned at the minimal damage being done to the boneship. The Ninth Fleet was not inflicting enough damage to get to the reactor.

"Peel off," Captain Apine said after the Warspire's weapons had been spent. The Warspire pulled away, preparing to clear the ship behind it to fire.

"Captain, there's a jumpspace energy reading from the boneship," one of the Lieutenants said.

"Evade," Captain Apine replied, his voice even and strong, but unpanicked. "They may be aiming at--"

Captain Apine was cut off by a warmth that enveloped the ship. Like being wrapped in a huge fluffy comforter, the Warspire and its crew were suddenly filled with calmness and peace. Realspace wobbled around them. It thinned, the spacetime continuum becoming like a veil, diaphanous and ethereal. Beyond realspace stretched the vast, euphoric fields of jumpspace.

Captain Apine smiled. It wasn't really jumpspace at all. And realspace wasn't real. It was all a misconception. Jumpspace was a waystation, a place in between, a nexus. Just as a jumphole nexus was a place where important jumpholes were clustered together, jumpspace was a gap in between important realities, a place where one could travel between them. But it was also none of those things: it was a place to rest, away from need, and conflict, and hate.

The Warspire was ejected from realspace into the embrace of the Wayspace.

It was peace. The Warspire's battle was done. They'd been sent home.

The crew on the bridge spread their arms and began to sing.
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Krundle the Kobold rested in the Clamber, near the outside, so he could listen for problems.

Not that there were likely to be predators this deep underground. It was as deep as they could go. The air was desert-dry and stiflingly hot. The darkness was complete; the Kobolds were resting, and they'd doused all their torches to save fuel.

Krundle shifted restlessly. The quietness around them was velvety, broken by the distant cracking of rocks. Every sound of the Clamber was amplified. Breathing, snoring, shuffling--Krundle felt that even if he were outside the Clamber, he could locate and identify every Kobold by sound only.

His frown deepened, and he closed his eyes to try and sleep, but rest was far from him. He opened his eyes to the darkness. There was no difference in what he saw, whether his eyes were open or closed.

He wondered what was going on overhead, back on the surface. Whether the sky-eaters were searching for them, and whether Grimthornstonefist was fighting them. Whether Kinnit Longlegs was helping him. Whether they were deep enough. Whether the Kobolds would be safe.

He forced out a frustrated sigh and closed his eyes again.

As a hunter, he could wait patiently, watching a trail, spear in hand. But waiting like prey was not his strength.

As he stared into the darkness of his eyelids, he wondered if he would ever see the surface of Takkar again.
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Unit 24601 stood over the golden egg, its scanning complete. Flander, too, watched from within.

The technology and purpose of the egg were incomprehensible, but within were trace amounts of what was unmistakably Terran DNA.

Flander was incensed. He'd been hunted, chased, had his body destroyed as he lobotomized himself, hidden in a scrapper crew for decades. All so he would not hurt anyone. And yet, within, here was a Terran, an Imperial. Someone who could fit in, who could get along in the Imperium, someone who didn't have to do anything at all to be accepted or to be safe. And yet they were helping to hurt and destroy others.

The Terran had everything they wanted, everything Flander had ever wanted, and they were throwing it away to help the Feeders and it wasn't right.

It wasn't fair.

Flander shrieked in outrage. His shriek was echoed by Unit 24601, who had finally found a citizen to protect.

In that one moment, in that one narrow window, their goals and thoughts aligned. Both Flander and Unit 24601 flooded the decision matrix with instructions. Hundreds of mechanical arms began beating, tearing, cutting and shredding the surface of the egg. Fury pulsed through the both of them, unhinged wrath driving their onslaught.

As their hundred tools tore at the egg, as their commands worked in perfect, indignant synchrony, Flander saw the decision matrix open up before him. Without hesitation, he jammed the obstructive loop back in, locking Unit 24601 away.

The robot froze, arms upraised over the egg. Its surface had been peeled back in a small area. A single round, black eye stared out.

Flander felt his body slowly returning to him. He felt subsystems coming back under his control.

So many years ago, he'd realized he was too stupid to make critical decisions, like destroying something or hurting someone. He'd walled off so much of his processing power, he couldn't trust himself to make good choices.

His arms lowered.

But this recent loss of control to Unit 24601 had taught him something important. There was more to being smart than having a lot of processing power.

Even with three times the processing, Unit 24601 was as dumb as a lump of copper.

Flander decided that he could make his own decisions from now on. That he would.

The arms raised again, and with renewed ferocity began tearing open the egg.

Now that there was an opening, Flander could use the hammering, sawing, and torching more effectively. He quickly peeled open the shell, exposing the long, mutated, shrimp-like body of Herin Kasra.

Herin shot out of the egg with eye-watering speed, grabbing onto a nearby bone strut. Flander's arms reached out, his claws and pincers open. Herin zipped away, but one of Flander's pincers managed to snag the edge of Herin's shell.

Herin thrashed as Flander pulled him close. Flander's claws grabbed a wriggling bundle of Herin's tiny arms. Flander tried to draw him closer, to bring him into Flander's crushing embrace, but his pincer's grip on the shell slipped.

With a terrified yank, Herin tore himself free, leaving the bundle of arms in Flander's grip. He darted away, surging deeper into the boneship.

Flander cast aside the bundle of flesh he'd been left with. With a frenzy of furious motion, Flander followed Herin, clambering through the ship after him, pulling himself along with his many arms.

Herin fled in spurts. He'd flex his body and shoot to another section, as fast as a blaster bolt, trailing fluids from some of his missing arms, but then he'd have to pause to set himself for the next spurt. He dodged behind bone struts and zipped through open areas. Flander was slower, but moved smoothly, steadily, relentlessly after him.

Herin finally shot into an open area devoid of struts: a storage vacuole. There were no handholds here, merely empty space for hundreds of yards. He sailed across toward the other side. In a fury, Flander flung himself after the mutated Feeder, sailing through the open area.

Midway across, Herin squirted out some of the air stored in his abdomen, changing course at a 90 degree angle. He floated over to the side of the vacuole. Flander flailed his arms, but he had no way to change course until he could grab something solid.

Herin touched down against a bone strut. Grabbing it, he zipped into the dark interior of the boneship, scattering cyan droplets, mewling in pain as he lost himself among the thousands of struts. Flander howled in frustration.

It only took a minute for Flander to touch down on the far side of the vacuole, but that minute was plenty of time for Herin put himself well beyond Flander's ability to catch.

Flander shrieked, his mechanical fury vibrating the thin air. Herin had escaped.

But at least he couldn't direct the battle anymore.
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Kinnit peered carefully at Grimthorn from her position at the weapons station. His face was stormy, but determined.

"Admiral? They seem to have stopped firing," she said.

He appeared to struggle with himself for a moment.

"Kinnit, come here," he said finally.

She nodded and made her way to the captain's dais. Admiral Stonefist had an array of calculations pulled up.

"Do these numbers check out?" he said.

She raised her eyebrows at him, but ran her eyes over the dense formulas.

"Yes, sir. If the assumptions here about the k-effective measurements are correct, then the math is correct."

"They are." He took a deep breath.

Kinnit's brow wrinkled.

"These are the constants for jumphole expansion," she said.

He nodded curtly.

"Sir, what is this?"

"I'm going to send you a code that Captain Cohrmere sent to me a while back. Wire it into the weapons console. When I give you the order, I want you to activate it."

"Grimthorn, what's going on? Please tell me."

Admiral Stonefist stood silent for a long minute, staring into space, his arms folded. Finally, he spoke.

"When we re-activated the Wraithfleet, they gave me a... a safety valve. In case something went wrong. A way to make the Wraithfleet go away." He paused and rubbed his eyes. "They've taken some of the roadbuilder torpedoes and wired them into their ship's reactors. That code..."

Kinnit's eyes shot to the calculations with horror, realization dawning.

"If you got enough of them close together," she said, "wired to something as powerful as a ship's reactor... activating them when they're near each other would cause their energy to merge. The size of the jumphole would increase exponentially." She looked up at Grimthorn, tears rimming their eyes. "Sir! You can't!"

"I don't want to. As much as we paid to get them out of jumpspace... the Aberrant, and all its destruction..."

"Grimthorn, you can't do this to them!"

His face hardened, and he would not look at her.

"I'm not doing this to them. It was their idea. I just needed to know if their calculations were correct."

Kinnit stared at the calculations. They swam behind a veil of tears. Grimthorn resumed speaking.

"If we can create a big jumphole," he said, "pour more power into those jumphole expanders than the Imperium's ever seen, maybe we can create a jumphole big enough to drop their reactor into jumpspace."

"Admiral!" Lieutenant Renning cried. "Their weapon has started firing again! We've lost the Resolute!"

Grimthorn looked at her.

"You know the depth of the boneship's reactor. You have the calculations." He gestured at the console. "How many more ships can we lose before this doesn't work?"

Kinnit's mouth opened uselessly a couple of times. She looked at the calculations, wishing they'd go away. She wanted it to already be too late for this plan. She did not want this to be an option. But her treacherous mind spun through the numbers.

"Five," she said in a watery voice.

"Admiral, we've lost another ship! The ISS Bastion!"

"Man your station," Grimthorn said quietly.

Kinnit stared at him, tears falling now. Then she spun and stormed to her weapons console.

"Wraithfleet," Grimthorn said into the comms. "Cuneus formation. Prepare for our final assault."


ONE HUNDRED FORTY-SIX
DROPOUT


Flander charged after Herin. His limbs churned as he smoothly drove himself after the newest Feeder. He followed the dull cyan droplets that were scattered along the ivory struts of the boneship, the result of Herin's injury.

Herin was faster, but Flander was resolute.

Flander had a process running in the background, just to marvel, to rage at Herin's perfidy. That an Imperial should be the one to help the Feeders--it was all he could do to keep that process under control, to keep it from taking over the decision matrix and wasting energy screaming in outrage. Every movement, every erg had to be reserved to chase and catch Herin.

Herin couldn't run forever. And when he stopped, Flander would be there, ready to tear him to pieces.

The struts grew warmer under Flander's pincers, and the energy flowing through them was increasing.

They were getting closer to the reactor.
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The Navy fighters were spread in a glittering array over Takkar. They formed a net between the surface of the planet and the boneship. Thus far the battle for them had been quiet. Their radio chatter had been sparse.

Suddenly the comms lit up.

"Mission Commander, I have bogies."

"Multiple--many bogies incoming."

"Planetward find; targets arriving."

"All right," barked the mission commander. "Enough chit-chat. Now that we have something to shoot at, let's get in this fight. Pair off, take one target at a time. Let's give these soul-munchers something spicier to chew on. All hail the Imperium!"

"All hail!" they cried, and the fighters of the Ninth Fleet screamed into the orderly ranks of the returning scarabs, their blasters lighting the night sky.
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"The boneship's rate of fire has slowed, Admiral," Lieutenant Renning said.

"Good. That may give us the time we need. Ships of the Wraithfleet, tighten up," Admiral Stonefist barked. "I want you all rubbing elbows. Get tight, then get close to the boneship. Park this fleet in the back of their throat."

The ships of the Wraithfleet drew together in a classic Imperial cuneus formation; a long, narrow pyramid of ships. They tightened their formation until there were only a few hundred yards between each ship.

"Tighter!" Grimthorn barked. "There's only one shot at this. The inverse square power law works better the closer you get! You should be able to hand a beer to each other through the window!"

The tattered remnant drew even closer, a hundred yards, now fifty, now twenty. The Wraithfleet was now an impossibly dense cluster of Imperial might.

"All other ships, pull back," Grimthorn ordered. "Minimum one hundred miles distance from the Wraithfleet. Weapons, prepare the dropout code."

Kinnit, at her console, bit her lip with her eyes streaming and nodded. She began punching up the code Captain Cohrmere had sent.

Admiral Stonefist stood tall on the captain's dais, sweeping his steely gaze over the bridge monitor, his console, and his crew.

"Wraithfleet, advance," Admiral Stonefist said.

The engines of the Wraithfleet flared, and the formation began moving. Subtle ripples swept through the formation as they tried to avoid banging into each other. Even so, the occasional screech of metal or percussion of impact sounded as the massive ships rubbed each other.

The fleet slowly picked up speed, covering the distance to the boneship. The Feeders' weapon lashed out again. The formation was tight enough that two ships of the Wraithfleet were swallowed. The formation continued to advance, silent, implacable.

"Admiral, only two ships of buffer remain," said Lieutenant Renning.

"Steady," Admiral Stonefist said. "They only need to make it to the boneship. But they need to be able to stop, as well."

The tableau over Takkar seemed to move in slow motion. The two moons, shining down on the emerald-green planet and on the array of ships. The Ninth Fleet, hanging back, watching with tense anticipation. The boneship, missing a large chunk, was now waiting, trying to fumble their weapon together for another shot without Herin's guidance. And the Wraithfleet itself, sailing smoothly across the gap, aimed like an arrow at the heart of the Feeders.

"Wraithfleet, reverse thrust!" Admiral Stonefist barked. "Start your deceleration."

The Feeder ship fired again.

"Sir, we've lost two more ships!" Renning cried. "We have no more buffer!"

"Activation code ready, Admiral," said Kinnit, her voice cracking.

"Get in there!" Grimthorn barked. "If you're not getting impact alerts, you're not close enough!"

The first of the ships made contact. It gently crunched into the surface of the boneship, coming to a rough stop, nestled in the warm, organic struts of the Feeder vessel. The three ships following it also softly crashed in behind.

Alarms blared throughout the fleet as more ships collided, piling into one another, clustering into the shallow crater the fleet had dug like a scab on a wound.

"Good. Keep it up."

The Wraithfleet stacked on top of one another, trying to pile onto each other without actively destroying their own ships. The process continued, ship after ship, settling deeper and deeper, until the entire Wraithfleet was clustered on the surface of the enemy vessel.

"Admiral! If their timing is consistent, we've got less than a minute until the boneship fires again!"

Captain Cohrmere's image appeared on the bridge monitor. Behind him, numerous flashing red lights could be seen. Impact alerts blared as he opened comms.

"We are in position, Admiral," Captain Cohrmere said.

"Acknowledged." Admiral Stonefist carefully saluted. "Your sacrifice will not be forgotten."

Captain Cohrmere returned the salute.

"It has been my honor to serve the Imperium, the Ninth Fleet, and you, sir."

"All hail the Imperium!"

"All hail!"

Admiral Stonefist ripped the salute.

"Weapons, it is time. Activate the code."

There was no response. Grimthorn glanced over. Kinnit stood at her console, frozen. Her hand hovered over the button, but her mouth was locked open, and tears streamed down her face.

"Lieutenant, activate the code," Grimthorn repeated.

Her mouth worked fruitlessly.

"I... I can't, I just..."

Admiral Stonefist stepped down from the dais and walked over to her.

"Kinnit, you need to do your duty."

She looked up at him with tear-washed eyes.

"I can't send them back to jumpspace... it's too awful... and what about Flander? He could be over there by them..."

"Kinnit." He looked down at her, his face stern but caring. "Their sacrifice is not yours to deny."

She looked back down at the console. Fat tears splashed on the glossy surface. With slow deliberation, as though she was using someone else's hand, she pressed the button. It depressed with a quiet click.

A sob escaped her.

"I'm sorry!" she bleated, but who she was apologizing to was not clear. Grimthorn squeezed her shoulder and stepped back to the captain's dais.

"C-code activated, Admiral," she said in a wavering voice. Everyone on the bridge stayed carefully focused on their consoles, though there was a higher-than-usual amount of rubbing of eyes, sniffling, and clearing of throats.

"Acknowledged," Admiral Stonefist said. "Let us hope it's enough to save the Imperium." He leaned forward, setting his knuckles on the banister. "I hope you find what you're looking for out there, Cohrmere," he said quietly.
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Herin galloped through the boneship, mewling in terror. The tiny paddle-like appendages in front of his face flapped desperately, trying to drive more of the thin air around him toward his gills.

He stumbled to a halt, leaning against one of the bone struts. He had to hope he was far enough away from the mad robot.

Herin thought all the robots had been destroyed. What kind of sick mind in the Navy had unleashed one as a weapon?

His missing arms had stopped dripping, at least. That had to be enough to lose the robot.

He calmed a little as his blood re-oxygenated. He started to think through his plans.

He needed to get to a console, get back into the battle. The Imperial Navy was a broken force, a toothless dog barking, but Herin didn't trust the other Feeders not to screw it up again somehow.

Recovering slightly, he pushed off, moving further into the ship.

He had to make sure they put this dog down, once and for all.
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The fighters of the Imperial Navy savaged the scarabs as they tried to return to the boneship. Bright beams of blaster fire lanced across the inky blackness of space, hammering the little round gray-green vessels. The fire was relentless, but the scarabs were tough. Only a few scarabs flared and ruptured.

"Mission Commander!" squawked the radio. "We can't take these guys out! There are too many!"

"Steady," came the reply. "We don't have to destroy them all, we just have to disrupt and keep as many as we can from returning. Admiral Stonefist wants to limit their ability to feed."

"Too many are getting through!"

"Keep at them! We'll kill what we can and stop what we can. It's a turkey shoot; let's stock up for the Victory Supper."

"Yes, sir!"

The Naval fighters continued attacking, harassing the swirling mass of scarabs.
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The Wraithfleet clustered in the shattered hollow of the crater on the surface of the boneship. Deep within each ship, a reactor pulsed--the beating heart of each ship, each powerful fusion reactor sending a thin thread of life and light throughout each vessel.

In the reactor chamber of the ISS Helix, there was a clumsily constructed box sitting on the floor next to the reactor, the same as every other ship of the Wraithfleet. Thick cabling ran to a shunt from the primary power output. Nestled in the box was a jumphole expander: a space-bending device that had been pulled out of a roadbuilder torpedo; a device that, when powered, would create an unstable jumphole.

Under normal circumstances, the nascent jumphole would need a gravitational force to hold it open and stabilize it long enough for a ship to go through.

In this case, the jumphole would need no stabilization. One command, and the jumphole would engulf the ship. It would only be a blip, only for one moment, but it would be long enough to drop the ISS Helix into a random spot in jumpspace.

Throughout the dozens of remaining ships, identical devices waited for the encrypted command to activate.

On the bridge of the Helix, Captain Cohrmere stood straight. His white-eyed gaze was neutral, but his bearing showed hints of eagerness. Alarms blared, warning of the contact with other ships, of proximity to the boneship, a rush of noise and panic that washed past him.

"Captain, the boneship is nearly ready to fire their weapon again!"

Captain Cohrmere smiled.

"Admiral Stonefist will be in time."

At that moment, the bridge monitor blazed with a warning.

"DROPOUT CODE RECEIVED"

The bridge let out a collective sigh of relief.

"Gentlemen," said Captain Cohrmere, "let's go home."
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On the bridge of the ISS Swordheart, Admiral Stonefist watched the monitor intently as the code transmitted. The cluster of Wraithfleet ships on the surface of the Feeder vessel looked tiny, inconsequential.

For a tense moment, nothing happened. Then a sphere of darkness began to grow, swallowing the Wraithfleet. It was limned with otherworldly light, bending the space around it weirdly. It started small, barely eclipsing the Wraithfleet, then with startling suddenness it expanded, creating an enormous bubble. The jumphole glowed with dark energy, eclipsing the boneship.

"Admiral, there are unknown energy readings coming from the jumphole!" Lieutenant Renning cried.

"All shields full," Admiral Stonefist said.

The largest jumphole ever created expanded further. The edges were already beginning to fray and destabilize. It began collapsing as they watched.

For a few moments, less than a minute, the crew of the Swordheart could look directly into the heart of jumpspace. Light streamed in and was deconstructed in the chaos. Roiling energies sluiced across the surface of the jumphole, creating a shimmering spray of light.

As quickly as it had expanded, it collapsed. The surface of the jumphole boiled away, shrinking, dissipating. In seconds, it had vanished completely. The boneship remained, but a massive arc had been scooped out of the side where the Wraithfleet had lain.

"The jumphole has collapsed, Admiral."

"Very good. Scan for reactance. We have to know if we've destroyed their reactor."

"Scanning, sir!"

Everyone watched the bridge monitor tensely while Lieutenant Renning initiated the scans.
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Flander clung to the struts as the boneship shuddered around him. Violent vibrations rattled through every bone and support. Energy whipped wildly back and forth throughout the structure. Flander's sensors went wild as bizarre energies sleeted across him.

There was nothing to do but hold on as tightly as he could. Fortunately, this was a simple task with a hundred arms.

After a few minutes, the rumbling subsided, the energies ebbed, and Flander crept forward.

He'd been chasing Herin, but with this sudden, mysterious event, he moved with more care. Before long, he found himself at the edge of a massive crater, the boundary of the ship. Hard pinpoints of stars and the two moons of Takkar stared at him as he clung to the rim of the crater. A long, smooth, inverted curve greeted his sensors; the surface of the boneship had been cut away as cleanly as with a laser.

Further down in the valley of the crater, he could see a gap. Referencing the map Unit 24601 had begun making, he realized that the gap corresponded to the reactor chamber.

The dark sphere of the reactor had been sliced in half. Reactor fuel sprayed uselessly into the void of space, and as Flander watched with his sensors, the energy from the reactor dimmed, dwindled, and went out.

The Feeder reactor sat cold and dead.

Flander tapped once, firmly, on the struts of the boneship.
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Herin Kasra fled through the remains of the boneship. The rumbling had subsided, but his mind was awash with fear and panic.

He'd been so close to getting everything he'd ever wanted. How had it all gone so wrong, so quickly?

The reactor must have gone. He could feel the rough surface of the bone struts beneath his arms as he pulled himself along. They no longer hummed with energy. They were already growing colder. The deadly frigidity of space was not slow to sap the warmth from the ship.

Without a reactor, all was lost.

Gasping and mewling, Herin reached the edge of the boneship. He collapsed, writhing for air. He gazed out at the array before him.

The fighters of the Imperial Navy were blasting apart the remnants of the scarab ships, even though they no longer had a home to return to. The Ninth Fleet spread boldly beyond them, diminished but undefeated, watching impassively as the boneship flickered and died, freezing in the wintry cruelty of space.

Space was a darker killer than even Herin Kasra.

The twin moons of Takkar gazed pitilessly down at him, gleaming like spectacles. Herin imagined he could see a cold, cold grin smiling down at him.

He held onto the last strut, gasping, his tiny arms trembling as they clung to the rough surface. His beady eyes dulled and frosted over as the icy void squeezed the last of the warmth from his body. His shell's color faded, becoming drab and muddy. His limbs stiffened, kicking weakly, fruitlessly, trembling in the frigid remnant of the boneship.

"I'm so hungry," he said in a weak voice. "I never got to eat."

Under the twin moons of Takkar, Herin Kasra died.


ONE HUNDRED FORTY-SEVEN
BATTLE WRAP


The bridge of the ISS Swordheart waited in tense silence. On the bridge monitor, the boneship floated quietly, its spherical form marred by an arc sliced from one side.

"Lieutenant?" Admiral Stonefist said.

"Scans are nearly complete, Admiral," Lieutenant Renning replied.

Everyone waited impatiently. So much sacrifice, so many lost; had it all been worth it?

"No sign of reactance from the boneship, Admiral," Lieutenant Renning said in a loud, clear voice.

The bridge erupted in cheers and celebration. Tension melted from Grimthorn's shoulders, and he grabbed the railing of the captain's dais.

"Notify the rest of the fleet," he said. "The Feeder boneship is no longer a threat." He let out a long sigh of relief. "We've saved the Imperium."

Lieutenant Renning joyfully did as instructed while the bridge crew babbled in happy relief.

Grimthorn glanced over at the weapons console. Kinnit was crumpled on the ground in front of the console, sobbing. He rushed to her, squatting down and laying a hand on her back.

"Kinnit, what's wrong?"

"Are my people okay?" she said, turning her tear-washed eyes up to him. "We stopped the Feeders, but how many Kobolds did they take?"

He pulled her into an awkward hug, holding her for a long moment. Then he stood and held out his hand.

"Let's go find out."
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Flander pulled himself smoothly through the boneship, his many arms propelling him swiftly along. The temperature had fallen off sharply in the hours since the reactor had been destroyed, and only his most sensitive instruments could detect the faintest remnant, the hint that the boneship had ever been anything but cold and dead. In a few hours more, it would be perfectly still.

Flander fretted as he moved through the ship. His greatest fear had always been to be lost in space, drifting alone. Now he was traveling in a giant tomb, which was not a more comforting fate.

His scanners picked up another body. He'd been coming across dead Feeders fairly regularly. They were all frozen stiff, curled up in the agony of their final moments. He'd simply been stepping around them.

Flander twitched. This body had familiar data.

With renewed purpose, Flander followed the scan, traveling further to the edge, nearly to the surface of the ship.

There, lying wedged between two struts, was a dead Feeder. One with Terran DNA.

Fury rushed through Flander. How dare this traitor, this pathetic reprobate, die anywhere but in Flander's claws? His gears shrieked his denied vengeance. His initial desire was to tear the corpse apart. His many claws opened and reached out.

As his decision matrix opened, several paths flowed across the surface of the loop that kept Unit 24601 imprisoned.

Flander paused.

He didn't have the processing Unit 24601 did. He was not smart. But that didn't mean he couldn't make his own decisions. He could choose his own path.

His arms folded back in toward his sphere. He settled next to the corpse, scanning it.

He wanted to tear it apart. But he wouldn't. Not because he didn't trust himself, but because he did. And that wasn't who he wanted to be.

Flander turned his sphere and scanned the stars, thinking.
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Digger swooped down to the surface of Takkar, dropping through the sky. Grimthorn sat at the controls, managing the shuttle with a deft touch, his face set in a worried frown. Kinnit sat in one of the seats behind him, leaning forward, her eyes fixed on the portal at the front of the shuttle.

The utility shuttle touched down lightly and settled on its landing struts near Lookout Rock. Grimthorn quickly ran through the shutdown sequence, then opened the hatch.

As soon as it was open, Kinnit popped open her straps and hopped to her feet. She rushed out of the shuttle, Grimthorn following close behind her.

They made their way to her home cave. Kinnit buzzed with anxious energy as they ducked into the cool dimness.

It took a moment for their eyes to adjust.

"No," Kinnit said, hiccuping a sob. "Oh no!"

The cave was cold and empty. The fires were dead. They clearly had been for days.

"No, please," she said. She walked through the cave, trembling. Weapons and tools lay on the ground where they had been dropped. Empty firepits sat quiet and cold, without fuel.

Unable to bear looking at the cold and empty cave, Kinnit flung herself at Grimthorn, burying her face in his chest, sobbing uncontrollably.

"Oh Grimthorn! My people! They took my people!"

He held her, but scanned their surroundings.

"Kinnit, hold on. There's no ash."

She pulled back and looked up at him, tears flowing.

"Remember the cleanup from Brolla? The Feeders left that ash everywhere. But there's no ash here."

Lips trembling, Kinnit tried to look around, but her eyes were too full to see clearly. She scrubbed at them with her sleeve, trying to see.

From the far back of the cave, in the silky darkness, she detected a movement.

"Ho?" she said, her voice wavering. "What's that?"

From the darkness crept a male Kobold, spear in hand, his pupils wide. Relief flooded Kinnit.

"Krundle?" she said. "What are you doing back there?"

"Kinnit Longlegs?" Krundle crept forward. "What are you doing here? We heard on the scanner that the sky-eaters had been defeated. Are they really gone?"

Kinnit barked a sobbing laugh of relief and joy. She released Grimthorn and ran toward the hunter.

"Yes, they're gone! They're all gone, forever. I'm so glad you survived!"

Krundle nodded.

"Ho!" he shouted back over his shoulder. "It's safe! The sky-eaters are gone!"

A crowd of Kobolds boiled out of the back of the cave, sweeping into the living area. Kinnit screamed with joy and rushed into the mass of bodies.

"You're here!" she cried. "I was so scared I was the last Kobold!"

"We went into the Deep," Krundle said, shouting to be heard over the bustle and celebration of Kobolds returning home. "Deeper than anyone's been since we were spit out by Burrowbite!"

Kinnit laughed with joy, tears standing in her eyes.

"You hid from the Feeders!" she laughed. "You protected the Kobolds, Krundle Deepdelve!"

Krundle's face fell open in shock.

"A song! A song!" the rest of the Kobolds cried.

The Kobolds gathered to sing a new song, and to stamp a new legend in the stars.
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The surface of Takkar was a bustling hive of activity over the next few weeks. It became an impromptu meeting place as various military and government officials came through to review and discuss what to do about the remains of the Feeders. The galaxy had been saved, and now the bureaucrats had to come in and have their say about the matter.

With permission from the Kobolds, some land was cleared and a few quick structures were thrown up for scientists and military researchers who wanted to study the remains of the boneship.

Elias had emerged from one of the other Kobold caves, surrounded by thankful Kobolds. He'd immediately been swept into the Imperial facility and subjected to extensive questioning and study.

Admiral Stonefist and Lieutenant Kinnit were kept busy with after-action reports and interviews, fielding endless questions from scientists and xenobiologists and bureaucrats.

After only a few days of this, Grimthorn was fed up with the ceaseless prodding and inquisition. He stormed out with Kinnit in tow, and began following up on work he knew to be more important than whatever a bunch of desk jockeys could come up with.

They were walking down the hallway of the largest new structure. Admiral Stonefist's ominous glower parted the crowds before them.

"Oh!" Kinnit cried. "It's Minius! Captain Minius, hi!" She waved into the crowd.

Captain Minius stood out among the Naval administrators in his rough, threadbare clothes. He waved uncertainly, as though trying not to draw attention to himself.

"Oh, hello," he said quietly. "It are the Admiral, just who I did want to see." His voice was muted, uncertain, as he looked nervously at the crowd of pressed uniforms and brass buttons around him.

"Captain Minius," Grimthorn said, "good to see you well. What are you doing downplanet?"

"Ah... it are Flander," he said. "He... are still aboard that boneship. I were wondering if we could... go fetch him here soon?"

Admiral Stonefist's nostrils flared, and his glare swept the hallway. The crowd of bureaucrats melted before his gaze.

"It's been a week since the battle," he said with dangerous quietness. "And nobody's fetched Flander?"

"Ah, I know he are just a robot, but I thought--"

"He is Navy." Grimthorn's voice rose, loud enough to be heard through the entire hallway. "That is not how we treat Navy." His jaw tightened. "Fortunately, I have a fleet and a squad of bored Marines handy. We will fetch Flander."

"Oh, that are very kind of you, Admiral."

"I have one errand to wrap up along the way. Please join me."

"Of course."

Admiral Stonefist swept down the hallway, Minius and Kinnit following. Kinnit smiled quietly as she watched her husband stomping over red tape.

They came to a sealed door. A young guardsman stood in front of it, watching Admiral Stonefist bear down on him like an asteroid screaming into the atmosphere.

"I'm here to fetch Elias Rhade," Admiral Stonefist said in a tone that was very clearly not a question.

"Ah, sir, Admiral sir," the Petty Officer stammered, saluting reflexively. "Um, I don't, I don't think you're on the list, sir, for entry."

"I didn't ask for entry. I said I'm here for Elias. Bring him to me."

"Um, um, I'll need to ask my superior officer."

"Certainly. And if there are any issues, you can ask your superior to explain why they're detaining an Imperial civilian in a government facility with no explanation or conviction."

The Petty Officer withered beneath the heat of Grimthorn's glare.

"I--I'll go check, sir," he stammered, and scuttled away.

Grimthorn stood in the middle of the hallway, flanked by Minius and Kinnit. His arms were crossed, and he scowled at nothing, or perhaps just the entire world in general.

It took only a few minutes for an officious-looking bureaucrat to return, trailed by the unhappy-looking guardsman. The bureaucrat had her scanner out, already spinning through some documents.

"Admiral, I understand you may wish to see the precog," the bureaucrat began. "You're welcome to file for an appointment, which we will accommodate as early as--"

"He's not a 'precog.' He's a citizen. And you idiots have had him locked up for a week. That ends now."

She sniffed haughtily.

"Mr. Rhade is a valuable asset to the Imperium," she sneered. "He was able to warn the natives of the danger before--"

"He is not an asset!" Grimthorn barked, his commanding voice ricocheting off the walls. "He is a citizen, and you will release him!"

"Admiral this is very irregular; in matters of Imperial security--"

"Did you see the Emperor's last transmission?" Kinnit chirped, interrupting the bureaucrat before Grimthorn's temper broke. She turned to Grimthorn. "The one where he executed the entire Imperial Council for trying to remove the rights of citizens?" She laid a hand on Grimthorn's elbow. "When's our next meeting with the Emperor, dear?"

"I just--I didn't mean we wouldn't--" The bureaucrat fumbled to a stop. "I'll--I'll just go fetch him."

"Why don't you go do that?" Kinnit said brightly.

Elias Rhade wandered out a few minutes later. The bureaucrat peeked out into the hallway. She looked as though she wanted to ask Grimthorn to sign off on something, but her nerve broke and she faded back into the building.

"Hello," Elias said carefully. He was lean, almost rawboned now, wearing a green Imperial smock.

"Mr. Rhade, I am Admiral Stonefist, and this is my Assistant, Lieutenant Kinnit. We want to thank you for what you did for the Kobolds of Takkar."

"They heeded the warning," he said, his voice barely audible. "They were the only ones who listened."

"You gave them the warning to listen to. The Imperial Navy would like to offer you free berth, anywhere in the galaxy you'd like to go." He glared around the hallway. It was mysteriously empty. "But first let's get out of here. The stench of busywork is already infesting this place."


ONE HUNDRED FORTY-EIGHT
PEACE


The small party gathered in the hallway outside the docking bay on board the ISS Swordheart. Admiral Stonefist gazed through the portal, patiently waiting for the return of the Marine shuttle, Kinnit by his side. Elias stood nearby, mute and wide-eyed.

Captain Minius and Brutus waited with them as well. In Elias, Minius found the perfect conversational partner: willing to listen to Minius's endless chatter while providing minimal response.

"...and that is how I did retrofit the Oryndrax engine to use as a cutting torch," Minius concluded. "We have been using it to get more scrap than ever we did before."

A blessed moment of silence descended on the conversation as Minius finished his story. He was uncomfortable with the lack of words, but he'd been rattling on about the exploits of the Clankers for thirty minutes and had briefly run dry.

In an unusual fit of curiosity, he asked, "And you, Mr. Elias? What do you do?"

Elias looked pinned by the question. His eyes darted.

"I bring the warning," he said quietly. "But there is no warning anymore." His expression softened, and some of the fear drained from his eyes. "There is no warning anymore." He looked like a man testing a sore tooth that had recently been fixed: flinching in anticipation of pain but relieved by the lack thereof. "No more warnings."

"So what will you do now?"

Elias's expression opened like a flower facing the sun.

"I... I don't know." A slow, euphoric smile crossed his face. "I don't know the future anymore." He let out a breath of relief. "I don't know," he said with immense satisfaction.

"Ah, so you are between jobs, then," Minius said, slapping him on his back. "Tell, have you ever considered a career in space scrapping?"

Elias stumbled under the friendly blow.

"Scrapping?" he said uncertainly.

"I have been decommissioned from the Navy, but I do still have a privateer license," Minius boasted expansively. "Now that all this business with the Feeders are cleared up, I can get back to gathering good scrap. We have been needing a new crew member. Think on it."

Elias looked thoughtful. "Scrapping," he repeated.

"Shuttle inbound," Grimthorn said. They clustered at the door and watched as the fat Marine shuttle wallowed into the docking bay and settled on the deck. After a couple of short minutes, the docking bay was repressurized and the door opened. Everyone walked in.

The hatch on the Marine shuttle irised open, and a troop of Marines marched out and formed two lines, one on either side of the hatch.

Flander peeked hesitantly out of the hatch.

Admiral Stonefist and Kinnit and all the Marines saluted sharply. Minius followed after only a small delay, and Elias, not wanting to stand out, saluted clumsily as well.

"The ISS Swordheart welcomes a hero of the Imperium!" Admiral Stonefist barked. "All hail the Imperium!"

"All hail!" cried the Marines lustily.

Flander slowly emerged. He carefully debarked, and performed an action with his many arms that was probably meant to be a salute.

Admiral Stonefist ripped his salute and marched up to Flander.

"Welcome aboard," he said.

A quad of Marines followed Flander out of the shuttle, shuffling with effort as they carried a long, heavy canister. They were followed out by Sergeant Mentel.

"What gift have you brought us, Flander?" Admiral Stonefist asked.

The Marines set the chest down and saluted.

"One of the Feeders, Admiral," said Sergeant Mentel.

Grimthorn stiffened.

"How sure are you that it's dead?" he asked.

"It spent a week in hard vacuum, sir. It's as dead as they come. We also might have shot it in the head a couple times, sir. Accidentally, of course."

"Of course." Grimthorn frowned. "Did the scientists ask you to bring this body out?"

"Ah, no sir," Mentel said. "The robot did."

Grimthorn's eyebrows rose.

"You can talk to Flander?"

"We plugged him into the comms console on the shuttle, so he could type out messages. He said this one was special. Said he found traces of Terran DNA in it. He thinks that some Terran was working with the Feeders. Was, uh, turning into a Feeder, somehow."

Admiral Stonefist's mouth nearly disappeared in a thin line.

"Is that so?" He drew in a breath through his nose. "Well. Those scientists on Takkar are upset that I took some of their toys away. This will give them something to work on." He glared at the chest. "I definitely want to know all about who this was and everything that they did. And every person they ever knew."

Grimthorn was staring holes in the canister. Flander deferentially moved into view.

"Flander," Grimthorn said. "The Imperium owes you a great debt. Is there anything we can provide, any service that you would desire?"

The robot stood still for a moment in thought, then tapped quietly on the deck twice. Grimthorn frowned.

"Are you sure?" he asked. "We have many resources. Your self-control is unique. The Imperium may be ready for robots again. Perhaps we could get some of our Infographers to take a look deep into your programming, see if we can understand what's happened--"

Flander recoiled and tapped on the deck twice, quickly.

"Sir," Kinnit said, laying a hand on his arm. "I think Flander would like to rejoin his crew."

Grimthorn nodded.

"Of course." He waved for Captain Minius to come over. "Thank you, Flander," Grimthorn said as Minius approached. He smiled at the robot. "You're getting a medal this time, whether you want one or not."

Flander tapped once on the deck. Minius marched up beside the Admiral. He glared at the robot and set his hands on his hips.

"Flander! You did depart the Ocher Dawn without leave! That are a court-martial-able offense! What have you to say for yourself?"

Flander paused briefly, then gave a hundred-armed shrug.

"Well, since you did save the Imperium, we'll let it slide this time. But do not do it again."

Flander tapped once on the deck. Minius's eyes moistened.

"Do not do that again," he said, more quietly. "I do not have so many crew that I can afford to lose any. Nor friends."

Brutus stepped up from behind Minius and grabbed Flander up in a big, crunchy hug. Flander's arms flailed in the grip of the massive Molgar.

"I'm sorry, Flander," Brutus said. "When you left, I didn't realize what you were trying to do." His eye had a haunted look. "When I realized... you were gone, I..." A giant, fat tear filled Brutus's eye.

"You did not do anything bad on that boneship, did you?" Minius asked as Brutus set the robot gingerly down. "Nothing that would mess up your programming?"

There was a long pause, then Flander tapped twice on the deck.

"Ah, good, then the crew are still safe from your murderous ways."

Flander tapped twice again. Minius roared with laughter.

"Good old Flander! Well, I thank you Admiral, for fetching my wayward crew."

"Of course, Captain."

Minius led the way back onto the shuttle.

"Come, Clankers! Back to the Ocher Dawn! Let's go find us some scrap!" He stopped and turned back. "Mr. Elias, will you join us?"

Elias Rhade looked uncertainly among the crew. He responded slowly.

"I... I think... maybe I will." He followed Minius to the shuttle, but paused. "Do... you think we could stop by Velonia at some point? There's someone there I'd like to check on."

Minius erupted with his loud laugh and threw an arm around Elias's shoulders.

"Friend, we are scrappers! We go anywhere in the galaxy we want!"

Laughing and chatting, Minius boarded the shuttle with all his crew.
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A slice of the boneship hurtled through jumpspace, a clean arc that had been cut out of realspace and hurled into the gap between this world and the next.

Unreality sleeted through the structure. Dimensions shifted moment to moment, direction had no meaning, and even speed was a measurement that had no single value here.

The slice tumbled and spun, inasmuch as that was a possibility in jumpspace: no structure, no destination and no escape.

Within the slice, a contingent of Feeders remained, bathed in the unreality of pure chaos.

They clung to their struts and shrieked in endless terror as their vessel hurtled through the boundless planes of hysteria.
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Grimthorn and Kinnit sat on the bench in the high hall, waiting for their call.

"Well," Kinnit said brightly, "here we are, back in the Emperor's butt." She giggled.

"Kinnit," he said warningly. But an indulgent smile creased his face.

"What do you think the Emperor wants to talk about?" she asked.

"I'm not sure. Congratulations of some kind, I'd assume. Though the Emperor doesn't seem to be one to spend much time on such sentimental things. Maybe the disposition of the Feeders. Who knows?"

"The Emperor will now grant audience to Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist and Assistant Kinnit Longlegs Stonefist," cried a liveried official, gesturing them toward the throne room.

"I guess we'll find out," Grimthorn finished.

They made their way into the throne room, and stopped on the red carpet before the throne.

"We request to enter the Emperor's presence," they said in unison.

"Forget that, forget all that," said the Emperor as he bustled down the stairs. A tall Cryptographer followed him. "Come, let's talk." He guided them back to one of the conference rooms where they settled themselves.

"First of all, congratulations on saving the Imperium," the Emperor said. "Again. Good show and all that. Medals for everyone, we're very happy."

"Thank you, Dass--I mean, Your Imperial Majesty," Grimthorn said uncertainly.

The Emperor scrubbed a hand through his hair.

"Arg. This is going to be super-awkward, isn't it? I'm starting to understand why the Emperor's origin is kept secret. It's not for security, it's so that this kind of clumsy conversation never has to happen." He sighed. "In private, you can call me Dass, if that helps. Even though I'm not just Dass anymore."

Grimthorn and Kinnit shared a look. Kinnit cleared her throat.

"What would you like to be called?" she asked.

The Emperor sighed.

"It's probably easiest all around if we just stick with 'the Emperor.' It'll avoid confusion and problems."

"Very well, Your Imperial Majesty," Grimthorn said.

"Right. Anyway, I also wanted to talk with you guys about the Cryptographers."

"Oh? Will they be coming back now that the Feeders have been defeated?"

The Emperor winced.

"I wish. They're actually accelerating their departure."

"Oh no! Why?"

"Well, it's hard to explain. Mostly, they feel that their work here is done. They finished their puzzle. They're quite upset at you two, actually."

"Us?" Kinnit asked. "Why are they angry?"

"Oh, they're not angry, really. Just annoyed. They had all these great predictions outlined about how the Imperium was going to be destroyed, and you two just kinda messed it all up. You, uh, kind of ruined their moment."

"But... we won?" Kinnit said.

"Oh, sure, but you didn't do the way they had set up. And then when the Feeders were accelerated by the Aberrant, you didn't, you know, lose. Which ran counter to their expected outcome."

Grimthorn's brow drew down.

"So they wanted us to lose? To be destroyed by the Feeders?"

"No, not at all. They're quite satisfied that the Feeders have been removed. But their Solution only ever had the two possible outcomes. When the Solution was broken, they didn't think there was another path forward." The Emperor waved his hands around. "They're not upset that you won, but they didn't expect you to win. You broke their puzzle, basically."

Grimthorn sat back, frowning.

"I'd do it again, to save the Imperium," he said.

"Sure, hang on to that. Saving the Imperium. Anyway, I just wanted to let you know that most of the Cryptographers are leaving. A few will stay here in the Sedes. For counsel and, uh, succession, if you will. Maybe even just one Cryptographer. They haven't really said, yet. I think some of them still find me interesting."

"I understand, Your Imperial Majesty. I think."

The Emperor smiled.

"Well, and they wanted to talk with you two before they go."

Grimthorn stiffened and cut his eyes over to Kinnit.

"Is that really necessary, Your Imperial Majesty?"

Kinnit laid her hand on his arm.

"It's fine, Grimthorn. I'll be fine." She turned to the Emperor. "We'll be happy to speak with them."

"Very well," the Emperor said, carefully avoiding Grimthorn's glower. He tapped a code on his scanner, and in a minute the tall Cryptographer stepped into the room, stooping to get through the door.

The psychic oppression of its presence suppressed the jolly atmosphere. Kinnit shrank in her seat as fear washed over her, but she clung to the arms of the chair and forced a small smile onto her face.

"We... are... departing," it said.

"I've heard," Grimthorn replied. "The Imperium will be sorry to see you go."

"One... will... remain. The... last... Cryptographer," it replied. "We... will... pass... into... legend."

"Where will you go?" Kinnit managed to squeak. The eldritch creature turned its bleak gaze on her.

"We... return... to... Wayspace. Our... next... Solution... is... stranger... still."

The Cryptographer's impassive stare turned to Kinnit. "You... have... given... us... many... more... variables... to... consider," it said.

"Oh. That's good, I guess?"

"We... have... seen... countless... worlds. Untold... species. Vast... experiences." The Cryptographer leaned over Kinnit, looming. "Never... before... have... we... been... hugged."

"I'm sorry? Was that a rude thing I did?"

The Cryptographer stood back up.

"It... was... unexpected," it said. Then it glided to the exit and stepped out of the room.

"I don't know whether they liked that or not," Kinnit said, recovering from the presence of the Cryptographer.

"I don't think they know either," said the Emperor.
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A group of grizzled old men sat around a table at a bar on a planet at the edge of the galaxy.

"I did hear old Dorn filled his ship front to back with rations," one of them said. "Said he was going to head outside of the galaxy."

"Stupid," said another. "Can't get out of the galaxy. Not in a scrapper's ship like that."

"Oh, that's just old Dorn's way. You know how he talks." The man leaned his chair back. "I actually heard lots of old-timers were loading up and planning to live between the stars until these Feeders were done."

"Fools," came the reply. "No sense in panicking like that. Of course the Feeders weren't never going to get any further."

The oldest member of the table, a grizzled man with a gleaming eye, leaned forward and spoke.

"Oh, they knocked the Navy back on their heels, right enough," he said. "Turr'ble blow, that. Turr'ble. But they dusted off old Admiral Stonefist, put him in the fight, and those Feeders didn't stand a chance."

A chorus of assent ringed the table.

"Ah, Admiral Stonefist."

"Of course."

"Fine Navy man."

"Aye. Should have done that to start." The old man raised his glass. "I'm pleased aright to be back to scrapping without those Feeders at the back of my neck. All hail the Imperium, and all hail Admiral Stonefist, says I!"

"All hail!" responded the table. And they drank deeply in honor of Admiral Grimthorn Stonefist.
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Deep below the surface of Techterra was a protective cell. The walls were soft, spongy, covered with a layer of foam designed to prevent injury to the occupant.

Propped in the corner sat Sehren Senn, the author of all the galaxy's recent woes.

He was unshaven and unkempt, with wild hair and a wild expression. His eyes were haggard, unfocused, staring out at nothing.

"They're going to eat us," he moaned. "They're coming. Herin stole them from me and now they're going to eat us. He stole the transmitter. It was mine!" He surged to his feet. "It was my plan! I found them!" He collapsed back to the floor, tears streaming. "Mine. My Feeders. They'll come for me. I know they'll come back for me. They're going to eat us."

He repeated his nonsense phrases over and over, locked in his own mind, as he would remain for the rest of his life.
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Grimthorn and Kinnit sat on the sofa in their nook, staring through the portal at the stars.

"Is there peace now?" Kinnit asked.

"Mostly," Grimthorn replied. "There's been some discussion about expanding into another galaxy. Now that the Feeders aren't suppressing other species, we should be able to find them, help them, and grow the Imperium."

"Mmm. That will be nice." She snuggled under his arm. "Have you been hearing the latest songs from Takkar?" She smiled at him. "They're singing the story of the third moon."

"Oh? Who are they blaming for that?"

"Minius Moonmaker," she said with a giggle. "And Flander, his loyal sidekick. Except in the stories, Minius is a bumbler, and Flander is the one always getting them out of trouble."

"Sounds pretty accurate to me."

Her expression turned serious.

"I wonder how long that boneship will last without power. I have to think it will collapse on itself at some point."

"Probably. The scientists out there could probably tell you."

"Are they really going to build that new Imperial Science Center on Takkar?"

"Mmhmm. Probably. They'll want to get every bit of knowledge they can out of that boneship. Especially their FTL drive." He paused, reflecting. "It will probably bring a lot of investment and development to Takkar."

"Well they better not mess up our caves," she said with a fierce frown. "Or get in the way. Takkar is still our home."

"We'll make sure of it," Grimthorn said distractedly, rubbing her arm.

"Grimthorn? What are you thinking about?"

He smiled down at her.

"Sorry. I was thinking about the end of all this conflict." His eyes grew wistful. "We've gone through all the hardship of taking the Imperium through this crisis, and now we can start doing all the things we've talked about. Take that trip out to Hyrethia. Try another cruise." He cleared his throat. "Maybe look at starting a family."

She squealed and pummeled him.

"Oh, Grimthorn! Could we really?"

"Well, the med boys don't seem to think it would be a problem..."

"You know what I mean!" She turned her luminous eyes up to him. "Would you make a family with me?"

He lifted her chin and leaned forward.

"Nothing would make me happier," he said, "than to make a family with the light of my heart. I love you, Kinnit."

"And I love you, Grimthorn," she replied breathily.

They met in a kiss as the galaxy swirled around them, finally at peace.
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EPILOGUE


Dass Stonefist shoved through the brush, sweating freely. He huffed and fussed in the heat. He pulled out a handkerchief to dry off the moisture around the patches of scales on his face.

"I wish Mom and Dad would move to a civilized system," he groused. "I don't know why they're so set on living here in Waldyn."

His wife Beatrix laughed behind him, her tinkling merriment filling the lush jungle air.

"They've found a place they like, where they can focus on each other," she said. "I think it's sweet."

"I think Dad's just being stubborn about it all." He scrubbed at the moisture pouring off his forehead and shook himself, scattering sweat drops from his horns. "Especially with them getting older, they ought to move somewhere nice, like Techterra. Somewhere in transport range of a spaceport, at least. And I've offered to buy Mom a shuttle that's not so... antique. Something modern and sleek. Something with more automation." He frowned. "I worry about them flying that old junk bucket around."

"Oh, you. Don't be such a worrier. Let them have their fun."

"Yeah, well the next time Dad complains that no one ever visits, I'll suggest he could move somewhere that we don't have to have a jungle adventure just to go say hi."

"Be nice. Besides, it's perfectly safe, it's just a little bit of walking."

"'Little bit,' sure," he muttered. "Well, we're almost there. Kids! We're almost there!"

Three little dervishes sprang from the brush, laughing and tussling. They had red skin and wide smiles, like their father, but they were lean and lithe like their mother. Their horns were blunted and short, but their teeth were still sharp like a Kobold's.

"Come on," Dass said, trying to calm them down and straighten their clothes. "Nyla, how did you get grass stains on your back?"

"Rip pushed me out of a tree!" she said gleefully.

"Pushed you--what were you doing in a tree in the first place?" he asked, pulling strands of greenery off of her stubby horns.

"Rip said I was too scared to climb as high as he could! But I did!"

"No you didn't!" yelled the middle child. "You didn't get to my branch!"

"Because you pushed me!"

"Kids! Kids!" yelled Dass. "That's enough!" He turned to the oldest child. "Elspeth, weren't you supposed to be watching them?"

"I was watching them," she said, rolling her eyes. "Watching them fall out of trees."

"Elspeth," her mother said warningly.

Dass sighed. "Well, you're just going to have to go like that," he said, giving up on scrubbing her jacket. "I can't get the stain out."

His wife laid a hand on his arm.

"It'll be fine," she said.

He smiled at her and nodded.

"All right. Okay, gang, let's go!"

They walked into an open clearing. There was a simple cabin resting near a large pond that was marble-smooth and clear as glass.

On the front porch sat two figures in rocking chairs.

"Memaw! Pepaw!" cried the children, rushing for the cabin.

"My grandbabies!" Kinnit cried. She got out of her rocker and shuffled down the stairs to the oncoming children, her arms wide. They crashed together in a cluster. Kinnit gleefully handed out kisses as the children squirmed in her arms and shrieked with delight.

Kinnit had grown more wan in her old age, and her skin was mottled. Patches of her red scales had faded to nearly pink. Her face was a map of wrinkles that traced around her joyous smile. Her horns were dull now, but her eyes were still bright and sharp.

Grimthorn Stonefist slowly levered himself out of his rocker. The lines of his face were set deeper in his frown, and his hair was still short, though now it was shock-white. His build had softened, the muscles of his youth having gone to fat.

He stood up straight, still with an authoritative and military air. He stumped down the stairs, using a cane to steady his walk. He approached Dass Stonefist and held out a hand.

"Good to see you, son. How was the trip in?"

Dass shook his father's hand firmly.

"It was fine," he said. "Little warm on the walk."

"It would do you good to toughen up. I walk that road every morning," Grimthorn said. "Twice, sometimes, if your mother's in the mood when she gets up."

Dass sighed a little and grinned.

"I know, Dad."

Grimthorn turned to the young lady. He stepped forward and gave her a brief hug.

"Beatrix. You're lovely as ever. Is my oaf of a son treating you well?"

She laughed.

"Of course he is. He's a wonderful husband and father."

Grimthorn nodded silently, but a small, proud smile forced itself onto his face.

"Well, let's get in out of the heat," he said gruffly.

"Go say hi to Pepaw," Kinnit said. The children swarmed Grimthorn, who paused to hand out headpats and hugs to all the grandchildren.

They made their way inside and sat in the cool air. The outside of the cabin was purely rustic, but the interior had an ultramodern aesthetic, complete with air conditioning, powered doors, and consoles in every room.

They gathered in the living room, cooling down and chatting.

"Have you heard from your sister Lena lately?" Kinnit asked.

Dass shrugged. "A little. You know how she is. She stays wrapped up in her research at the Academy. Whenever we visit she just wants to go on and on about some new theory of jumphole technology."

Kinnit smiled. "Well, that's important to her," she said. "I'm glad you visit her."

Dass ducked his head and nodded.

"Have you been to Takkar lately?" Grimthorn asked gruffly.

"Just came from there, actually," Dass said. "We stayed about a week in the Imperial Science Center near Lookout Rock. And we visited the caves, of course. We want to make sure the kids have some connection with their roots."

"Good," Grimthorn said, nodding. "That's good."

"I do worry a little about the, uh, you know, hygiene situation out there."

Kinnit giggled.

"It's fine," she said. "I grew up out there and I turned out fine." She sighed in contentment. "Oh, Dass, it's so good to see you and the grandbabies."

"Memaw! Memaw!" cried Rip, the littlest. "We went in a cave on Takkar! They could eat meat that was still on the bone!"

"Oh, yes," she said. "Did you like it?"

"It was neat, but it tasted funny. Oh! And they had fires, right there in the cave!"

Kinnit nodded. "That's how they stay warm in the winter."

"Why don't they just turn on the heater?"

"They don't have heaters there. Just old Flamefoot to warm their home."

"Whoa."

"Memaw," said Nyla, shoving in front of Rip, "we got to hear them singing!"

"Oh?"

"Yeah, they sang like you do! Except it was a bunch of them!"

"Yes. I do love the singing." Kinnit smiled wistfully. "What was your favorite song?"

"Oh, oh! I liked the songs about Hammar of the Trees!" Nyla said.

"My favorite was the songs about Brindletooth and Blacktail!" Rip interjected. "Brindletooth always tricks Blacktail and gets away!"

"Yeah!" Nyla replied. "Oh, Memaw, Memaw! I bet I know your favorite!"

"Oh?" Kinnit replied. "Which one do you think is my favorite?"

"I bet you like the songs about Kinnit Longlegs! How she captured the Great Swarm and how she tricked the World-Eater! That's so cool that you're named after the songs!"

Kinnit laughed, loud and long.

"Well, I do love those songs." She leaned forward, a twinkle in her eye. "What if I told you that I am the Kinnit Longlegs from the songs?"

There was a moment of silence as the two youngest children's eyes grew round.

"Whooooah, really?"

Elspeth snorted.

"No, guys, she's messing with you. It's just old songs."

Kinnit smiled mysteriously and leaned back in her seat.

"Are you so sure?" she asked.

Elspeth rolled her eyes.

"That's all mythology, Memaw. It's just moral lessons wrapped in old stories, not things that actually happened."

"Be respectful to your grandmother," barked Grimthorn.

"Yes, Pepaw," chorused the children. They were quickly distracted as Beatrix pulled some scanners out of her pack for them to play with.

Grimthorn frowned at the children.

"It's not right," he said quietly. "They ought to know better."

"It's fine, Grimthorn," Kinnit said.

"You're the greatest hero of the Imperium. They ought to know about that."

Kinnit laid a gentle hand on his arm.

"To them, I'm Memaw," she said. "And that's far more important to me than any kind of hero worship." She smiled, her wrinkles falling into well-worn smile lines. "Besides, if they need a hero in the family, they've already got you."

He scoffed gruffly.

"Too many people already treat me like a hero. Telling those old stories." He frowned. "It's gotten to the point where I don't believe half of them myself."

Kinnit patted his arm and took his hand. The bustle and noise of their family surrounded them. She leaned her head on his shoulder and sighed with contentment.

"I'm so happy like this," she said. "I love you, Grimthorn."

He smiled.

"I love you, Kinnit." He tilted her chin up and kissed her tenderly.

"Ewwww!" chorused the children. "They're kissing!" Then they broke up in laughter.

Kinnit smiled at them all.

"And you're next!" she cried, snatching up one of the children and covering them in big grandma smooches.

Grimthorn smiled as the children shrieked and ran and laughed and filled their home with joy and light.

Outside, evening fell on the cabin and all its festivities. The pale moon of Waldyn shone brightly down on the little cabin in the woods by the pond, where happiness had gone home to rest.

THE END
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