
        
            
                
            
        

    





THE RISS PROPOSAL:Book 2 in THE RISS SERIES



 


 

by



 


 

C.
R. DAEMS



 


 


 

WHISKEY CREEK PRESS


www.whiskeycreekpress.com



 


 
















 Published by


WHISKEY
CREEK PRESS


Whiskey Creek Press



PO Box 51052

Casper, WY 82605-1052


www.whiskeycreekpress.com



 


 

copyright 2012 by C. R. Daems



 

Names,
characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author’s
imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events,
locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental
and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher.



 

No
part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means,
electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any
information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from
the publisher.



 


 

ISBN: 978-1-61160-364-4



 

Credits


Cover
Artist: Gemini Judson


Editor:
Dave Field



 

Printed
in the United States of
  America



 

















 


 


 


 


 


 

Other Books by Author Available at Whiskey Creek Press:


www.whiskeycreekpress.com 



 

The Riss Gamble:
Book I in the Riss Series



 

Nadya
dreams of space travel, meeting aliens. She’s accepted into a project providing
education, a commission in the SAS Fleet, and partnership with an alien. But
everything comes with a price—the alien’s a parasite that inhabits the body and
mind. Is it a dream or a nightmare?



 


 

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 1



 

I stood looking
up at the white and black streaked granite steps leading to the Sadr Alliance
of Stars (SAS) Air Defense building. Stretching fifty-people wide and at least
twenty-five deep, they were just as intimidating as the first time I had been
directed to report to Admiral Plimson.


<Vehicle stuck.>


I could feel
Thalia’s amusement. Not too surprising since my Riss companion, an intelligent
parasite, found everything amusing.


<I was
admiring the view.> A pointless deception since Thalia was an integral part
of my neurological system and would know I was lying.


<You were
sulking. Not know why he want see you. Maybe good.>


<Maybe
bad.> Admirals did not request a lieutenant’s presence to socialize. But
Thalia was right. I wouldn’t know until I saw him, so I reluctantly began
climbing the stairs towards the massive fifty-story building. Today, its
semi-circle design looked like arms reaching out to grab and pull me into it. I
don’t know why I felt so hesitant to see the Admiral. Unlike most people I’ve
met since becoming a Riss-human—the term associated with me and the other nine
volunteers who had hosted a Riss—he didn’t seem to hate or find me disgusting.
In fact, last time he had gone out of his way to find me a Captain who wasn’t
hostile towards Riss-humans. He’d given me special treatment, because the
Riss-human experiment—a SAS special project—had been threatened by my first
Captain. He was a good Captain, capable of making tough decisions and liked by
those under him; however, he thought me an abomination and had done everything
in his power to discredit the Riss and me. The SAS had unwittingly marked me as
an alien to be feared, mistrusted, and hated by tattooing my face with an “Rh.”


<You have to
admit I have reason enough to worry.> I continued to make my case even
though it solved nothing except help keep me distracted.


<Worry stresses
our system. Change nothing.>


<You win, oh
wise one.> I felt Thalia work her magic and the tension flowed out of me.
Her ability to control the chemicals my body produced was one of the many
advantages of hosting a Riss.


My meeting had
been scheduled in the late afternoon and traffic in the massive circular lobby
was light. I walked around the information counter sitting in the center of the
room and made my way towards the station for visiting military personnel. As I
approached, the two security guards tensed ever so slightly. I shrugged
mentally. It was the normal response when people saw the tattoo, which everyone
now recognized as belonging to a Riss-human. I slid my ID into the slot and proceeded
into the screening unit. When the security light turned green, indicating the
scan revealed no weapons, and my retina and facial pattern matched my ID, a
small plastic badge appeared along with my ID. The badge provided the name of
the person I was scheduled to meet, time, and directions to his office. I suspected
it was more for the security people to verify you were in the area you should
be. I made my way to the bank of lifts and selected the express one to floors
forty-eight through fifty. I entered and pressed the fifty-button just as a
short Captain appeared. Rather than enter, he stepped back and the doors
closed.


When I exited
the elevator on the fiftieth floor, two security guards were waiting. One stood
watching me closely as if I might morph into something, while the other checked
my visitor’s badge.


“Ma’am, if you
would wait in the lounge at the end of the corridor to the right, the Admiral’s
secretary will let you know when he’s available.” They stepped back and allowed
me to pass.


I had just sat
down, when a petty officer third class entered the room. His uniform and
appearance was impeccable, and he showed excellent discipline by appearing not
to notice my tattoo.


“Ma’am, may I
get you something to eat or drink? It may be a few minutes before the Admiral
is available,” he said, looking properly attentive. I remembered that the last
time the kaffa had a hint of chocolate, a rare treat.


“Kaffa would be
nice.”


“Yes, ma’am,”
he said and quietly disappeared. A few minutes later, he appeared with the cup
of kaffa on a tray covered with a white cloth.


<I feel like
a commander rather than a lieutenant.>


<Bill coming.>


“Ma’am, I’ll be
just outside. If you need anything else, just press the red button on the arm
of your chair,” he said, leaving as quietly as he’d arrived. I sat sipping my
kaffa while idly browsing the latest news vids. There were several articles
detailing the SAS Tiger’s engagement with three raider ships at Lords
Landing, and interviews with survivors. It was a major triumph for the SAS and
the navy, but the price had been high. Over two-thirds of the crew had been
killed or seriously injured. I’d received the Silver Star for doing my job and
the Purple Heart for having been wounded in action. Since the Tiger had
been damaged beyond cost-effective repair, it left me without an assignment. A
new assignment meant new people and having to overcome the inevitable
prejudices.


<One person, one day at a time.>


Thalia was
right. Before I could respond, the petty officer reappeared.


“Ma’am, if you
will follow me, the Admiral will see you now.”


* * * *


I entered,
braced to attention, and saluted.


“Lieutenant
Reese reporting as ordered,” I said, trying to throw my voice across the room.
Admiral Plimson sat ten paces away behind a massive wooden desk in a brown
leather-like chair. The wall behind him was solid glass and the view of Eden
breathtaking. Hundreds of buildings glistened in the sun like giant
stalagmites. The admiral was a little above normal height, had a solid build
for a middle-aged man, wavy-silver hair, and a round face with a broad nose.
Everything looked the same as the last time, except there was no other person
in the room. Last time, Captain Jordanno had been there to interview me for a position on his crew.


“At ease, Lieutenant, and have a seat. Would you like something
to drink?” He leaned back in his chair and took a sip from his cup, while
waiting for me to sit.


“No thank you,
sir.”


He sat there
for a long time with his fingers together under his chin, like in prayer,
observing me but saying nothing.


“Reese, with
the destruction of the Tiger you are again without a ship. It will take
time to get assignments for you and the other survivors of the Tiger;
besides you deserve a well-earned rest. Most will visit family or friends, or
take a vacation. You on the other hand will have nothing to do and nowhere to
go. Without intending to, the Riss
Project has isolated you from society and the tattoo precludes your anonymity.”
He paused, seemingly waiting for some kind of response.


<I remove tattoo.
We see town.>


Thalia’s laugh rang
through me like glass chimes tinkling in the wind.


<SAS’s
perfect solution isn’t so perfect> The tattoo was
meant to ensure we could always be recognized, in case the Riss took control of
their human host—and Thalia could remove it. I would have laughed out loud if
Thalia hadn’t physically stopped me.


“Fortunately, I have
the perfect solution. I would like you
to take a position teaching at Hephaestus,” Plimson said. Of course, he
wasn’t really giving me a choice, just being polite. He was an admiral and I
was a lieutenant. He was a God and I a mere human.


<High-Riss human.>


I felt her
amusement.


<I don’t
think that matters with a God.> I was glad Thalia was amused—not that there
was much that didn’t amuse her. I guess the high-Riss were above such mundane
things as Admirals.


“Sir, with all
due respect, who wants to be taught by a junior lieutenant?”
I hoped that would work, but it was unlikely. He already knew that. I wasn’t
looking forward to a new cruiser. The process of working with new people was
always painful, but I think I’d prefer that to teaching. What would I teach?
Some of the students attending Hephaestus will know more than me about
almost any topic.


“That’s the
beauty of it. You’re a junior lieutenant but have had more experience in battle
than anyone attending Hephaestus. You’re waif-like, yet you hold a high
rank in Si’jin.” He smiled. “Yes, I know you’ve found refuge with the airborne
commandos, since your early days at Prometheus, and that several Si’jin masters have taught you their art of self-defense.
And you know more about prejudice than almost anyone alive. Six months ago,
Elissa was reassigned. The Riss Project team felt she needed cruiser
experience. Commander Weller has been pestering me ever since for a
replacement. He found having a Riss-human in class extremely helpful in
addressing prejudice. When he heard you were without an assignment, he
requested you. He feels you would be far better because of your cruiser and
battle experience.”


Plimson leaned
back in his chair and took another sip of his drink. I didn’t know what to say.
I dreaded the idea of a new cruiser, Captain, and crew, but Thalia and I loved
cruiser duty regardless of the problems. Teaching would be like being grounded.


<Teacher
like Captain.> She sent an image of me with a whip
standing in front of a group of officers kneeling in front of me.


<Riss are a
peace-loving people.> I quipped unnecessarily. Neither Thalia nor I were
cruel.


<Humans aren’t.>


<Touché.>
Just then, Plimson broke into my thoughts.


“Of course, you
have already deduced that what an Admiral wants he usually gets. But in this
case, I’ll actually give you a choice; however, I’d consider it a favor.”


<Talk about pressure. I’d rather I didn’t have a
choice.>


<High-Riss
not resist change.>


<I guess you
think it’ll be fun annoying the fast-track bunch.>


<Yes. Your turn dish out.> I shook my head in resignation.


“Sir, Thalia
thinks it’ll be fun. I’m not so sure, but I’ll give it a try.”


“I don’t think
I’ll ever get used to you reacting as if there are three persons in the room.
Thank Thalia for me.” He laughed.


* * * *


I stopped short
of the steps leading to the entrance to Hephaestus—an advanced school
for JGs and lieutenants whose superiors considered outstanding officers.
Graduation from Hephaestus put them on the fast track for promotion and
the most advantageous assignments. Whereas Prometheus had been a
four-year nightmare of harassment from the students and instructors, I had fond
memories of Hephaestus. I had made good friends there and met Lieutenant
Bradshaw, my first true love.


In the foyer, I
presented my fleet ID to the chief petty officer at the desk. While he scanned
it, I glanced around the area. It looked exactly like it had over three years
ago when I first arrived—old and majestic.


“Ma’am,
Commander Weller said he would like to see you as soon as you arrived. Petty
Officer Wills can escort you there.”


“That’s not
necessary, Chief, I know the way.” I made my way up the stairs to the second
floor and down the hall to where the instructors had their offices. Weller’s
door was open when I arrived.


“Come in, Reese.
I’d hoped Admiral Plimson could convince you to join the staff at Hephaestus.”
He stood and waved me into the room. He was middle-aged, brown hair graying at
the temples, round face with a pug nose, and laugh lines at his eyes. He looked
to have added five or six kilos to his stocky frame since I last saw him. “Grab
some kaffa and have a seat.”


“Thank you,
Commander Weller. Admiral Plimson is very persuasive,” I said as I retrieved a
cup of kaffa. He grinned in acknowledgment.


“Well,
Lieutenant Reese, you are going to teach the People Dynamics class this
semester,” Weller said, to my horror.


“Me?” I’d
thought that I would assist Weller like last time. “Elissa was your assistant.”


“Yes, but she
had neither time in grade nor experience. She couldn’t have dealt with the
questions they would’ve asked. Even if she could, they would have been too
outraged to pay attention.”


“What do I do?”
I wasn’t prepared for this.


“Whatever you want. I’ll hear the feedback and
intercede if I think you need help.”


While my mind
spun in shock, he led me down the hall to my new quarters. He left me standing
there with my mouth hanging open and unable to make a coherent sound. When I
was a student, my room measured three by four meters. Now I had a five by six
meter office with desk, two padded chairs, bookshelves with all the books used
at Hephaestus, and a bedroom with a private Kleanzer.


<I could get
used to this.>


<Windows nice.>


I felt Thalia’s
contentment at being able to see the grass and trees. She’d lived her entire
life in the wilds. Life on a cruiser was by comparison like being hogtied and
blindfolded. At least here, the blindfold had been removed.


<I’ll sleep
outside occasionally.>


<That better.>


* * * *


Two days later,
I entered my assigned classroom only a minute before the bell. The looks and
reactions I received were priceless. I’d left my instructor’s tag off on
purpose, so most thought me a student. I walked around, as if looking for a
seat and was bombarded by emotions—an unexpected ability that resulted from
hosting a Riss. They were the normal ones I encountered each day: fear, hate,
disgust, and a few curious.


After a few
minutes, I went to the front of the room and slipped on the red band of an
instructor under my applet. I couldn’t help but smile at the looks. They were
even more priceless, especially from those who’d whispered remarks loud enough
for me to hear.


“I want you to
take out your Handcoms.” I waited. “Now I want you to write down what you
thought when you first saw me walk into the room, before you knew I was your instructor.
Yes, I’m it. Be honest with yourself. Those notes are for you. I’m not going to
review them.” I waited until everyone looked to have finished. “In a separate file, your thoughts about having a Riss-human as
your instructor.” I waited. “Finally, your thoughts about a lieutenant
teaching you—one who some of you outrank. Whatever could the powers-that-be
have been thinking? Between you and me, I wondered the same thing.”


With that done,
I began the week talking about the Riss and me—a Riss-human. First I explained the Riss were similar
to old-earth’s jellyfish in appearance—if you could see them inside a body—and
their natural host was the Gorillai, which resembled a cross between an
old-earth gorilla and a legendary Big Foot. The Riss and their hosts lived on
the planet Saipha. Under the Riss project, the Riss would leave its Gorillai
host and enter into the human candidate’s body. There it would attach itself to
the nervous system—including the brain. The Riss would be a life-long partner
with its human host and could, if it wished, completely control its host, as it
did with the Gorillai.


* * * *


After three
weeks, I’d exhausted the topic of the Riss and the Riss-human project and
decided they were ready for a change. I entered the room in a full dress
uniform with service ribbons: battle ribbon with two clusters designating three
combat engagements, Silver Star with one cluster, Purple Heart, and a pin with
wings and a trident indicating service on a Hunter class ship. I knew from
their service records, to which I had access, that none of this class had seen
battle. I spent a few minutes walking slowly around the room to make sure
everyone had an opportunity to identify the ribbons. The medals weren’t important
to Thalia or me except that it helped the Riss gain recognition; however, it
did impress those in the class. That began my discussions on perceptions—the
difference between what you heard or read or assumed and what you actually
knew. People from different cultures and colonies were different. To be an
effective officer, it was important to understand the individual and his culture
before you passed judgment.


Near the end of
the semester I gave them their last shock.


“How many of
you know that Lieutenant Simon practices Si’jin?” I asked. About half the
classed raised their hands.


“How many know
he has five knots and could take any three of you without breaking a sweat?”
Several nodded agreement. “Lieutenant Simon, would you like to fight me?” I
smiled at the confused looks on most faces.


“No, ma’am. I would not like to fight you without a squad of
Black Berets in front of me.” He didn’t smile or laugh.


“What do you
call me in class?”


“Master Reese.”


I finished the
last few weeks with a summary of what we’d discussed over the semester.
Finally, I had them review their original notes, the ones they had made the
first day. Most were willing to discuss them.


“Let me leave
you with Master Wei’s wisdom. When he first saw me, he had no reaction to my
tattoo. After I knew him longer, I asked him why he wasn’t surprised at me
being a Riss-human. He said, ‘I saw you, not your face.’ I hope you will
do the same to the people who work for you.”


* * * *


The class was
less surprised to see me as their second semester instructor, for People
Dynamics II.


“I’ll guarantee
that during the course of this semester you’ll, where I can’t hear, curse me
with every profanity you’ve learned from every colony you’ve visited.”


They smiled,
thinking I was joking. I wasn’t. During the next twelve weeks, I had each
student tattooed and required him to spend a few days at Prometheus and
make at least one trip into Eden. That semester, they began to understand prejudice
as something real and not an academic exercise. Lucky for them, Commander
Berker took over the third semester. I went back to teaching People Dynamics I
with a class of incoming students.


An unexpected
reward for teaching at Hephaestus was seeing Lieutenant Bradshaw.
Somehow, he heard I was teaching at Hephaestus and managed to get
stationed at the Air Defense Headquarters for the two years I taught at Hephaestus.
We saw each other as much as duty allowed, and during semester breaks, we
vacationed at several resorts. Mostly, our activities included eating to keep
up our energy for the hours we spent in bed making love. I knew we could never
be more than close friends and occasionally lovers, because of our duties. But
it gave me memories I’ll always cherish.

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 2



 

I sat in
Admiral Plimson’s office—again—with another unidentified Captain. I had been
served kaffa and was sure that wasn’t a good sign. I feared I was being setup
for something I wouldn’t like. Last time it was Hephaestus. Although I
had to admit, I enjoyed the assignment after I got over the shock.


<Worry much.
Captain Jordanno last time.>


I had to admit
he had been a good captain, but...


<Captain Gebauer before that.>


Actually, that was a
little unfair. Plimson had screened five Captains in order to find one Captain
that didn’t hate or was repulsed by the concept. And Jordanno had been a good
Captain even though he too had lapsed into Riss-phobia once. To his credit, he
did apologize when he realized he’d been wrong. On the other hand, I’d been assigned
to the Peregrine on some random basis. I’d survived Captain Gebauer only
because my contract with the SAS allowed me to ask for a special SAS board of
inquiry in the event I felt I’d been mistreated. Because the Riss Project was a
special SAS project with an alien nation, the board would include the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the senior
Riss representative. It didn’t change
Gebauer’s attitude about Riss-humans or me, but it made him cautious. Plimson
interrupted my musing.


“I understand
that Hephaestus will never be the same again. I’ve had positive feedback
from Commander Weller. He would keep you forever, if I would let him. He’s
already requested another Riss-human to replace you. I owe you. I believe the
graduates over the past year will deserve to be fast-track officers. Right now,
you’re the most experienced lieutenant in the navy. You have served during
three engagements against the raiders, earned two silver stars, and taught at
our most prestigious academy.” He didn’t look at the Captain sitting off to my
right, but I felt the remarks were intended for him.


<Here comes
the ‘you are volunteering for’ part.>


<Hephaestus not bad. Fun.>


Before I could
respond, Plimson continued. “Vice Admiral Zann is also pleased, although she
claims she expected it.” He rose and walked around the desk. “Please stand.” I
stood and braced to attention. I noticed the Captain also stood. Smart man. Plimson handed me a small velvet box.


“Congratulations,
Reese. Because you graduated Hephaestus With Comment, you are one of the
SAS fast-track officers. Whereas normal promotion to lieutenant commander would
be ten to fifteen years, you and they could reasonably expect to be promoted to
lieutenant commander within eight to ten years. Your promotion at just over six
years reflects your accomplishments.” He waved us both to our chairs. He looked
to the Captain. “Commander Reese is one of the few officers who can fill most
any position on a ship because of her unique rotation under Captains Gebauer
and Jordanno. Enough, I have gone through this rather long review of Reese’s
accomplishments to assure you that she’s earned the out of zone promotion. It
was no gift or special treatment because she’s a Riss-human. Now for the reason
I have both of you here. Captain Wuffraat, you are being given command of the Leopard,
a new class of Hunters. I’ve assigned Reese specifically because she was
instrumental in helping to find the raiders twice and earned Silver Stars for
her part during those engagements. I would have put her back with Captain
Jordanno; however, as you know, the Tiger was destroyed in action
against the raiders. We believe they set a trap specifically for him.”


I sat shocked.
I’d liked Jordanno. “Sir, would it be possible for me to get a list of those
killed? I had good friends on the Tiger.” I couldn’t help interrupting. I felt a pain in my chest—too
many friends.


“Yes,
Lieutenant Charth will give you the list on your way out. Other than the few
selections I’ve made, Captain, you have complete latitude in picking from those
available, including those in home fleet. You will leave as soon as you’ve a
full complement.”


Plimson rose,
indicating the end of the meeting. Wuffraat and I braced to attention, saluted,
and left the office. Wuffraat immediately turned right and briskly walked away
without saying anything.


<Not a good
sign.> I thought, watching his determined stride down the hallway.


<He mad.>


<Why?
Because I was forced on him or because Plimson supports me?> I hoped Captain
Wuffraat wasn’t going to be another Captain Gebauer. Life was difficult enough without the Captain against me. His
attitude would determine the working environment of the ship and by extension,
the attitudes of the crew.


<Probably both.>


I felt no amusement,
only a soothing feeling that relieved my tension. Time would tell and in any
event, I could only control my actions, not his.


<One person, one day at a time.>


This time I felt her
grin.


* * * *


I returned to Hephaestus
and my room before inserting the disk listing the Tiger’s compliment at
the time of its demise, into my room computer. Tears rained freely down my
face, blurring my vision and making me stop time after time to clear my eyes
and wait until I could stop crying long enough to continue. Ironically, the
list of friends killed was extra long because of Admiral Plimson. He’d stacked
the Tiger with people from the Peregrine who knew and liked me,
in an attempt to compensate for my experience under Gebauer and to make the
Riss Project assessment more realistic. A few managed to escape in the life
pods and were subsequently rescued. Of those I considered good friends, only
Master Sergeant Shira Terril and Commander Wang had survived. Both had gone
through extensive rejuvenation at Merlin, Eden’s premier medical
facility. If I hadn’t been at Hephaestus...
I wondered.


<The past can
not be lived again, little one.>


<No, it
can’t.> Thalia was right. Ifs didn’t change anything, and if they
did, it was impossible to know how that would have affected the subsequent
events. You couldn’t tamper with one event and expect everything else to remain
the same. I sat in silence, forcing myself to remember how each had touched and
enriched my life, before finally laying them to rest.


<I’m saying
goodbye to good friends.>


<As you should.>


* * * *


Thanks to
Thalia, I slept well that night. I packed quickly, having few items other than
my uniforms. I seldom went out because of the knee-jerk reaction to my tattoo.
The public didn’t understand the Riss-human connection, but they had definite
opinions they thought were facts. Some thought I was contagious and tried to
avoid close contact. Others feared me because they thought the Riss was in
control. And others considered the joining of a parasite with a human an
abomination of nature that should be destroyed. After one last look around the
room, I closed the door, hoping my stay at Hephaestus had produced a new
class of officers who would consider the person before they rushed to judgment.


<You erased
tattoo.> I felt a peaceful soothing sensation. It was an interesting
observation. Without the tattoo, I was just another person.


<Another day. Time for another person, Thalia.> I left Hephaestus
looking forward to my new assignment.


* * * *


“Captain, I’ve
assembled the staff as you asked. They’re waiting in your briefing room.”


“Thank you, XO,”
Wuffraat said, as he and Panella walked towards the room. Panella entered
first.


“The Captain,”
he said and stepped aside for him. Wuffraat looked around the room while
heading for his seat at the head of the conference room table.


“At ease. I’ve just returned from seeing Admiral Plimson. He’s
assigned a Riss-human to the Leopard. That presents us with two problems—maybe
three. First, everyone I’ve talked to tells me the Riss-humans are not only
lightning rods who attract trouble, but they cause most of it. Unfortunately, Admiral
Plimson believes that they’re head and shoulders above most of their peers. In
fact, he promoted her to lieutenant commander well out of the zone. From everything
I’ve heard, I’ve concluded their performance reports have been significantly
influenced because they are an SAS special project and their contract gives
them a whip they can use against anyone, including the Captain. I talked to her
first ship’s Captain, Gebauer. He agrees the Riss Project is a disaster waiting
to happen. Until then, Riss-humans like this Nadya Reese will continue to
disrupt a ship’s performance. He indicated he had one problem after another;
however, he couldn’t discipline her because of her damn contract. He
also felt that his subordinates over-rated her to avoid putting their careers
in jeopardy. I also talked to Captain Hagan, of the Shikra. He not only
confirmed Gebauer’s assessment, but also indicated that Reese had influenced
the Riss-human assigned to the Shikra to use her contract to intimidate
him. He had contacted Captain Jordanno, who was Reese’s Captain at the time,
and he agreed she had overstepped her authority and would be disciplined. I
don’t know the outcome of that incident, since Jordanno was killed in action a
few months ago. I did talk to a few of the crew who sailed with him while Reese
was aboard. They confirmed that Jordanno was not pleased with her.” Wuffraat
paused to take a sip of water.


“What’s in her
contract that gives her such leverage?” Commander Belercor, the Navigations
officer, asked. Belercor was
in her late forties and showing her age. She was several stone overweight, hair
almost all gray, a little under average height, and a pudgy face. To her
credit, she had a nice smile and was generally cheerful.


“First, she can
demand a board of inquiry, which would include the Chiefs of Staff plus the SAS
Riss representative. Whether the officer was in the right or not it wouldn’t do
his career any good. And if you give her a less than good review, it must be
taped with her present and sent to the Riss Project manager, Vice Admiral
Youell. Therefore, I believe that is why the project results are being skewed
in her direction. They even gave her a Silver Star for the Battle of Tamerland.
You know it was special treatment. The award didn’t even say what she did to
earn it—probably because she didn’t. If we aren’t careful, the Riss Project
will be claimed a success and we’ll all be required to have one of those
parasites in us.” Wuffraat’s fists tightened as he delivered the last sentence.
The reaction around the room varied from anger to fear.


“I believe it
is our duty and in the best interest of the SAS we give this Nadya Reese a fair
and realistic evaluation. It’s time Plimson and the Riss Project team realizes
what is going on. Gebauer agreed he didn’t read her contract and therefore
moved too quickly. We have to be careful not to make the same mistake. Plimson
has basically tied my hands by claiming she’s qualified in all
departments—rubbish—and that her Riss has given the SAS two mathematical equations
that give us an advantage in battle.”


“Do we have
these miracle equations to evaluate?” Verdi, the Tactical officer asked. He was
a nondescript little man with light-brown thinning hair, narrow face, and thin
lips.


“No. Of course,
the two people he claims credited her with these equations are dead along with
Captain Jordanno.”


“If the
equations are of any value, she probably took credit for other peoples’ work.”


“Undoubtedly
true, Verdi. Her parasite supposedly can reproduce them. Nonetheless, the Admiral
obviously wants her assigned to the Bridge. The second problem I see is the
crew. Everyone agrees no one likes her and many need little encouragement to
start something with her or to incite her to start something with them. We have
to be careful not to let our actions or words give anyone the idea that we
condone any kind of action against her. I don’t want anyone confusing our evaluations
by pointing to unrelated incidents or to our opinion of her. I repeat we must
be extremely careful or she’ll not only get away with it again, but one or more
of our careers could be put in jeopardy. Lastly, she spends a lot of time
working out in the Army’s facilities. She’s supposed to be good at some
fighting style or other. That’s probably more unfounded rumors.”


“The army likes
trouble makers and wild women. Probably she gets more than one kind of workout
there,” Wislsen, the Helm officer, said with a wink. Wislsen was over one
hundred and ninety centimeters tall, athletic build, curly blond hair, and a
typical old-earth Swedish-looking face.


“Commander Wislsen, that is just the kind of talk I don’t want from any
of you. We don’t want to give her any excuse to claim bias. Unless Colonel Seng
wants to press charges against her or her presence there impacts her work, we
should ignore whatever happens there. If she starts a fight there, I’m sure the
Scorpions will teach her a lesson or two.” Wuffraat smiled as he rose to leave.
“Remember, honest evaluations. If she wants an inquiry, good, it’ll give us an
opportunity to disclose the Riss Project for what it really is before it gets
out of hand. Dismissed.”


* * * *


I had a feeling
of déjà vu, when I discovered the Leopard was docked at F24. That was
the same berth as the Peregrine had been when I first boarded. The corridor
walls were the same sterile steel-gray, and the group behind
me had lowered their voices and were in no hurry to catch up, although I
was just strolling.


<Not rush
problems.>


<You’re
right.> I acknowledged as I turned the corner into the F24 loading area. A
lieutenant in his late twenties stood at the entrance to the Leopard,
checking IDs. He smiled when he saw me and straightened slightly. One of the
two Black Beret Scorpions guarding the entrance tensed notably as he caught
sight of my tattoo, until the other gave him a small nod. I recognized the
guard who nodded as having served on the Peregrine. The lieutenant’s
smile disappeared into a frown when I turned fully towards him and he caught
sight of my tattoo. I stopped and handed him my ID.


“Permission to
come aboard,” I said and patiently waited for him to recover. It was
interesting watching his conflicting emotions. Judging by the tightening of his
face muscles, he was dying to lash out against the waif-like alien, but knew it
would be disastrous because I outranked him.


<Rank has
his tongue.> Jordanno had been right—rank will help eliminate some of the
abuse.


<At least
not listen fools talk.>


A feeling of amusement ripple through me. It helped. After a few
seconds, he inserted my ID into his reader and verified my identity. With
reluctance, he turned towards me with a neutral-looking expression.


“Permission
granted, Ma’am.”


I didn’t bother
waiting for an offer to be helpful. I had no trouble finding my assigned
quarters, since the Leopard had the exact configuration as the Tiger.
My new System Interface Device (SID) for the Leopard allowed me access
to my quarters, and I found my luggage had already been delivered.


<Still no window.>


<I don’t
think the Captain has one either.>


<Hurry up make Admiral.>


Thalia’s grin
tingled. Feeling better, I freshened and headed for the Captain’s office. When
I reached it, I found the door open. He looked up and motioned for me to enter.


“Come in,
Commander Reese, and close the door.”


“Lieutenant
Commander Reese, reporting for duty, sir,” I said, standing braced to
attention. His return salute was a few seconds in coming.


<Feels cautious.>


<I’ll settle
for that.>


“At ease, Reese. There’s kaffa on the side board if you would like
something to drink.” He nodded towards a small shelf towards the back of the
room. The cabin was exactly the same size and shape as Captain Jordanno’s. The
only difference was the décor. Jordanno’s pictures and mementos were about the
service. Wuffraat’s pictures and awards were about himself. Ironically,
Wuffraat didn’t seem to have done anything of note. His main accomplishment
seemed to have been thirty-five years of service.


“No thank you,
Captain,” I said as I sat in one of the two navy-blue padded chairs arranged in
front of his desk.


“From what I’ve
heard from the Admiral, you’re qualified in every department, except
Engineering; therefore, the question is where can you
be best utilized.” He paused, looking at me—or was it the tattoo? Thalia was
right. Both the look and the interview so far had been cautious, not the typical
welcome aboard interview. “The Admiral made it clear he has a special interest
in you.”


<Angry. Careful.>


“Sir, I’m sure the Admiral doesn’t expect me to be given any special treatment—nor
do I. I believe the Admiral’s speech was more for my sake than yours. He wants
me to know that my promotion was based on performance and not in any way
special treatment because I’m a Riss-human. I’m one more junior lieutenant
commander in your command and ready to fill any role you assign me.” I thought
I understood his concern. Plimson had laid it on thick and did make it clear he
had an interest in me. But then, I was an experiment. If Wuffraat thought I
expected special treatment, it would strain the atmosphere for everyone.


“Good. While I’m deciding, Commander Wang would like to speak with you.
Commander Panella, my XO, will
contact you when I’ve decided. Dismissed.” He returned
my salute and I left.


I had studied
the ship’s specifications prior to coming aboard and found most of the changes
had been to accommodate new and upgraded equipment. Wang’s unit resided in the
same area as on the Tiger. I had an itchy feeling as I walked down the
familiar corridor to the security checkpoint, half expecting the ghosts of
Blackwell and Owin to appear with their stun sticks. When I reached the end of
the corridor, two black berets stood guard. I didn’t recognize either.


“ID, Ma’am.” He
took my ID, scanned it with his SID, and returned it after reviewing the
results. Giving me a strange look, he stepped aside. “Ma’am.”


<Both
confused.>


<Conflicting
rumors maybe.>


<Logical conclusion.>


The first
person I met was a tall, average-looking lieutenant. His brown hair was combed
straight back, straight nose, brown eyes, and light brown complexion. He was an
ideal spook, since he wouldn’t stand out or be remembered.


“Can I help you,
Ma’am,” he asked hesitantly. He’d seen the young waif-like woman before he
noticed my rank. I didn’t blame him. I’m too young to be a ma’am or a
lieutenant commander, and my size didn’t help the image.


“Lieutenant?”


“Lieutenant
Gaffey, Ma’am.”


“I’m Lieutenant
Commander Reese here to see Commander Wang, at her request. I would appreciate
it if you would let her know I’m here.” This lieutenant commander business was
going to take some getting used to. I had to admit my new quarters were easy to
get used to. Large enough for two, a small pull-down desk with a padded
leather-like chair, large monitor to plug my SID into, enough wall space for a
few pictures, and a small recessed area to make kaffa.


<Needs window.>


<I’ll
requisition one.>


“Follow me,
Commander,” he said as he led me to her office, which was located in the same
area as on the Tiger. He knocked, waited for “enter” before he opened
the door part way.


“Commander
Wang, there is a Lieutenant Commander Reese here to see you.”


“Have her come
in, Gaffey.”


After Gaffey
closed the door, I braced to attention, and saluted. Although looking straight
ahead, I did notice the large scar on her face and a patch over one eye. My
heart bled for her. I’d heard that those who escaped in the life pods hadn’t
been recovered for twenty days. They had only minor medical supplies in the
shuttle and little food, which had run out after twelve days.


“Oh, sit down,
Reese. You’re a lieutenant commander now. We can dispense with the formalities,
and I’m fine—better than hundreds of others.” She looked away for what seemed
an eternity. When she turned back, her eye was misty. “Still haven’t gotten used
to being a lieutenant commander, have you?”


“Thalia has but
I haven’t. I’m too small, too young, and look even younger.”


“A change of
responsibility always requires some time to adjust. I’ve no doubt you’ll do
well, if you can keep your nose out of the equipment.” I noticed a slight
twinge of pain when she laughed. “I tried to get you assigned to Intelligence
permanently but Vice Admiral Zann rejected the idea. She said you would be more
useful as a Captain. I can’t say I disagree. I have, however, convinced the
Captain to give me some of your time. Told him you work sixteen hours a day and
would be bored otherwise.”


I sat in shock
as she took a few sips of her kaffa.


Captain?


<Lots of fun.>


<Ten or more years to Commander, another ten or
more to XO, and another ten to Captain.>


<Riss-human live long.>


A laugh rippled
through me. She was right. Unless the ship blew up, I could live for another
two hundred years or more.


“Well, Reese,
now that you’re a lieutenant commander, I expect you to find us the raiders
quickly. We have a debt to collect for our friends.” She called Gaffey and
explained that I would be consulting on finding the raiders, and he and his people
were to provide me with whatever help I requested. That got me a strange look
but no questions.


* * * *


Back in my
quarters, I sat pondering the problem of finding the raiders. Based on the
summary Wang had given me, the raiders had eventually deduced we’d uncovered
their connection to the merchant ship, Compton. Once they’d determined
that, they could predict where the Tiger would be based on where the Compton
had stopped. Using that knowledge, they’d ambushed the Tiger and the Compton
had subsequently disappeared.


Wang assumed
the Compton had been renamed and diverted to the United Free Nations
(UFN) or the Johaba Peoples Union (JPU) space. Some new merchant ship might or
might not have replaced it. I wondered if the same beautiful, golden-haired
woman still collected information for the raiders. If we could figure out the
method they were currently using to collect their information, we could find
them. Until then, all we could do was wait for them to
strike again—helpless to prevent the destruction of thousands of lives—and hope
that provided the answer. I sat deep in thought when my SID lit up and the XO’s
face appeared. Since I was dressed, I switched on the vid.


“Reese, I’m
Commander Panella, the XO. I’d like to see you in the Captain’s conference when
it’s convenient.”


“Yes, Ma’am. I’ll be up immediately.” The XO sat at the right hand
of God and at your convenience meant immediately unless you were in a
Rejuv unit—then you could delay long enough to get dressed. I straightened my
clothes and hustled to the conference room. With a new ship and new people, I
wanted to make the best impression I could. As Thalia frequently reminded me, one
person, one day at a time. The XO arrived as I was
about to knock. After a long look, she waved me into the conference room.


“Reese, the
Commander passed the buck to me, which presents me with several problems. None
of which are your doing,” she said while continuing to stare at me. I got the impression
she felt it was my fault and I should apologize.


<Careful. She resentful.>


<That seems
to be the key word of the day.>


“Most officers
join a ship with one or two specialties. It’s easy to pick one to put him in,
or in special cases, to transition him into another. It’s not ideal but can’t
always be avoided. I’m told you’re qualified in the majority of specialties. If
you were a lieutenant, I could use you as one of the department’s second in
command. I can’t put you in charge of one of the departments because the
current officers outrank you. A similar situation exists on the Bridge. The
positions are filled by senior officers and their assistants outrank you;
however, my Navigation and Weapons officers have read your personal file and
are extremely interested in talking to you about those formulae. Uchida and
Kollar gave you credit for the work and said they had loaded the formulae into
the Tiger’s system. I understand that they had been effectively used in
the battles in Lords Landing and Tamerland. They were, however, lost with the Tiger.
We hoped you may be able to recreate them.


“And Commander
Wang wants some of your time, or a lot, depending on which day I speak to her.
In summary, lots of people want some of your time, but there is no convenient
position where I can assign you. Complicating matters, Captain Wuffraat’s staff, including me, aren’t sure who or what you are. Do you
see my problem?” She leaned forward, waiting for me to say something. It was
clear everyone was nervous. The question was whether the Riss-human project
made them nervous or something else caused the problem. If Wuffraat told the
staff of his meeting with Admiral Plimson, they may think I expected special
privileges. If that were the case, I needed to make sure everyone knew I was
just a junior lieutenant commander, who would do whatever my superiors wanted.
If it was the Riss-human concept, I should address it as I did at Hephaestus.


“Ma’am, I don’t
want to give the impression that I expect or want special consideration. I’m a
junior lieutenant commander and willing to do whatever you and the Captain
want.”


“I understand,”
she said but her eyes didn’t agree.


“I know from
previous experience that I’ll be a distraction because I’m alien to everyone here.
At Hephaestus, I found that talking about it helped to reduce the
ambiguity. With the Captain’s approval, I would like to conduct an hour or two seminar about Riss, Riss-humans, and me. I’m not dangerous.”
I paused, waiting her reaction.


“You might not
be, but everyone seems to think so. I’ll check with the Captain. I doubt he’ll
have a problem. Colonel Weller thought your classes had very positive results.
What else?”


“I usually work
twelve hours or more a day; therefore, unless someone objects, I should be able
to satisfy Commander Wang’s requirements when I’m not on duty. And as for the
Navigational and Weapon’s formulae, that isn’t a problem. Thalia has a perfect
memory. I hope this helps, Ma’am.”


“Thalia is your…Riss?”


“Yes, Ma’am. It’s a new and strange concept. I’ve found that once
a person understands it, they are better able to deal with it. They may still
think the concept is disgusting or hate me, but they’ll understand why.”


“An interesting observation, Reese. I’ll talk with the Captain and others
involved and let you know as soon as a decision is reached. Until then you are
off duty.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 3



 

The Clan
Baptiste’s rendezvous location, T4c28b31, was a Red Dwarf star system with five
solar planets. None of the five were inhabitable although one, T3c, third
planet from the sun, named Camelia, had the potential to support life. Currently,
six starships orbited Camelia: three merchant ships—the Compton, Vancil, and
the Horace—and five ships of war—the Heavy cruisers Puff Adder
and Sand Viper, and the Light cruisers Mamba, Fer-De-Lance, and Taipan.
Clan Baptiste elders considered the situation in the SAS empire serious. They
were bringing in less money than the cost of doing business. The bulk of their
revenue had always come from raiding. Recently, however, their spies, acting as
merchants, were bringing in more credits than the clan’s raiders. And the
combined total from the two activities was inadequate to support the building
of warships they felt necessary for the clan’s protection—in the event of an
accidental discovery and subsequent attack from one of the three empires.
Although the chances of discovery were remote, the threat existed.


Eight captains
and three women spies sat around the conference room table in the Puff Adder.
The onyx-like top was filled with platters of leftover food, dirty plates, and
glasses filled with an assortment of wines and liqueurs. If one didn’t know better,
the tabletop, fawn-colored imitation-leather chairs, and light-tan wood
paneling would have suggested a planetside office. Toma Ka’Baako, the Vancil’s
Captain, interrupted the conversations going on around the table when he tapped
his knife on the crystal decanter in front of him and stood. When everyone
turned in his direction, he looked towards Rares, the Captain of the merchant
ship Compton.


“Rares, the
Elders have decided that you and your granddaughter, Angela, are no longer
viable in the SAS. As you are aware, they managed to discover the Compton’s
connection to the raids on Corona, Saipha, and Lingwood, and consequently set a
successful trap on Lords Landing—an expensive one. Although we heavily damaged
one of their new Hunter-class cruisers, it cost us two Light cruisers we can
ill afford to lose. As a result, they have decided to move you to the UPN system.”
Ka’Baako displayed no discernable emotion while talking. “Neither you nor
Angela are being blamed for the events.”


Angela Ja’Oyrat turned toward the two other women sitting on the other
side of the table. The contrast between Angela and the other two women was
dramatic. Where Angela was young and beautiful, Raina ba’Tasuo and Dione
Ka’Baako were rough-looking women in their thirties. Raina was a tall muscular
woman with reddish hair, a long narrow face with thin lips, and brown eyes of
steel. Dione was a half a head shorter, stocky, straight dark-brown hair, a
square tanned face, and blue eyes. But where their physical contrast was
dramatic, they were identical triplets when it came to their ideology and willingness
to die to protect Clan Baptiste.


“That damn
Nadya Reese is to blame. I think she’s been lucky, but she’s no fool. She’s
somehow avoided three attempts on her life and helped ascertain the Compton’s
connection to the clan’s raiders.” Angela’s eyes burned with rage. “I leave you
with one bit of advice—kill her. She’ll continue to be a threat, while she
lives. If nothing else, kill her for the trouble she’s
caused the clan.”


Raina and Dione
nodded in acknowledgement.


“Yes, Angela,
the Elders agree with you. We’ve been directed to ensure that Lieutenant
Commander Reese is rewarded for her interest in the clan. They have placed a
reward of a hundred and twenty-five thousand credits for her dead and two
hundred and fifty thousand alive,” Dione said with a thin-lipped grin. “We are
well motivated. You say three attempts failed; why?”


“Reese is like
the proverbial cat. She has nine lives. When I finally determined Reese might
be part of our bad luck, I contacted our agent on the Tiger. He
successfully gained access to her quarters and while she slept activated a
canister of cyanogen chloride. The damn woman survived.”


“How?” Dione asked, frowning in disbelief. Raina stared at Angela
with eyes narrowed in suspicion.


“He believes it
had something to do with her Riss parasite. Although she remained in the room
with the gas for several hours, she was alive when she arrived at the medical
facility. From what he could ascertain from the medical staff, she received no
medical treatment. Apparently, her Riss did something to prevent her inhaling
the gas and subsequently repaired what little damage she initially sustained.


“Our agent then informed me that the Tiger’s next stop would be
Sparrow’s Nest. I contacted one of our planet-side agents and arranged for an
ambush. He put together a team of eight men, who went armed with military grade
weapons. They managed to separate Reese from her two bodyguards, but that
proved to be a mistake. Although they wounded her, they couldn’t kill her
before one of her bodyguards got back to the ship. They sent three shuttles
full of Red Beret, Wasps, to rescue her.”


“She does have
nine lives.” Raina shook her head in disbelief.


“Or our agents
are incompetent,” Dione added.


“Our agent also
paid two Black Beret, Scorpions who hated Reese to
kill her. They caught her in an empty corridor with Buzz sticks. She killed
both.”


“Maybe her Riss
is a dybbuk.” Raina shuddered. “A demon, controlling
her body.”


“I don’t envy
you the task, but she and her demon must be killed if she can’t be captured.
Personally, I’d prefer dead.” In a rare fit of anger, Angela banged the table
with her fist. Her face twisted in rage, teeth clenched, and eyes filled with
hate. Before Angela could say anything else, Toma Ka’Baako rose, gaining
everyone’s attention.


“The Vancil and
the Horace will conduct business in different sectors of the SAS sphere
of influence. Raina and Dione will collect target information. Because of the
possible discovery of Angela’s connection to the raiders, the Elders felt that
women who appeared to be members of the crew would be less conspicuous and
better able to collect information without raising suspicion. At least one of
the nest’s cruisers will rendezvous with the Vancil in five months from
today at 71B271C in the Darkov system, and the Horace
in nine months at AN54Y93 in the Oracle system. Future contact will be determined
based on circumstances at that time. In between meetings, the nest is
free to hunt as you see fit.


“The elders
have decided the Puff Adder will return to Freeland and that Captain Sa’Velte
will lead the nest.”


“Why? Lord’s
Landing—” Anton ja’Tuva began, but stopped when Ka’Baako raised his hand.


“The elders are
not blaming you for the losses at Lord’s Landing or Tamerland. And they’re
pleased you were able to turn the Compton’s discovery into an effective
counter trap. The destruction of the Tiger was satisfying, if not
profitable. However, they feel you and your crew are due for a rest, and you
have valuable information that potentially affects the design of our new
cruisers and tactics in future engagements with the SAS.” Ka’Baako locked eyes
with Anton. “The decision isn’t open for discussion. The Elders have decided.”
He turned toward Sa’Velte.


“Now that the nest
includes a Heavy and three Light cruisers, you should be able to overwhelm any
stray SAS cruisers you encounter. Although the elders have heard an abbreviated
action report of the encounters at Lords Landing and Ruchild, I’m sure everyone
here would be interested.”


Anton nodded.
“The raid on Lords Landing succeeded. The Tamerland cruiser, the Ocelot,
escorting the merchant ship Laughing Lady, had departed the area by the time we arrived, just as Angela
had predicted. However, after the Ocelot departed, the Bedwyr hijacked
the merchant’s ship during the transfer of weapons to the planet. We sent a boarding
team, but the fanatics not only fought to the last man, they blew up the engine
room, killing the entire team. When we landed, we were in a bad mood and
destroyed the city and captured a bunch of women and young men, who we intended
to sell in the UPN. The slaves and what was left of the weapons shipment were
transferred to the Puff Adder.


“We departed before the Cobra and the SeaSnake, which
stayed behind, looking for additional loot.” Anton paused, his eyes downcast in
thought. Before continuing, he took another sip of wine. “The Tiger
arrived shortly afterward and intercepted the Cobra and SeaSnake
as they were leaving Lords Landing. I listened as the fight raged on. The Tiger
had more throw weight than our Light cruisers, but it had to be divided between
two, whereas our cruisers could focus their missiles against the one target.
The Tiger’s ECM proved better than ours, and they scored slightly
more total hits. But they were divided between two ships.


“I reversed
course, planning to join the fight. With the Puff Adder’s support, the Tiger
would have been an easy kill. At that time, we were separated by four light
seconds. Just after I began my approach we encountered five missiles: one
missed, lasers destroyed one, and three scored direct hits.”


“A new secret missile?” Sa’Velte asked. “Their latest missile,
the P3a, is reported to have a maximum range of three light seconds.”


“I don’t know.
I decided to move back. If they could engage me long before I could return
fire, they might have gotten lucky and inflicted enough damage to disable the Puff
Adder. In that case, all three ships would have been stranded in the system
and easy prey. With the Puff Adder’s resources, I knew I would be able
to repair any of our cruisers after the engagement ended. At the time, it
appeared we were winning. Ja’choy of the SeaSnake notified me their last
barrage had disabled the Tiger and the next couple of barrages would destroy
it. Not three seconds later, the SeaSnake exploded and the Sidewinder
went dead.” Anton shrugged and finished his half-glass of wine in one swallow.


“Another secret weapon?” La’Teppel, Captain of the Mamba,
asked. “I don’t like the sound of this new Hunter class.”


“I don’t know
but it’s strange. If it’s a new weapon, why didn’t they use it sooner? The
Tiger could easily have engaged the SeaSnake and Sidewinder earlier with
their longer-ranged missiles but didn’t. And why did they wait to use their
other new weapon until they were disabled and seconds away from being destroyed?”
Anton shrugged. “Perhaps Raina and Dione can discover the answers before we
encounter another Hunter class cruiser.”


“We’re going to
be at a serious disadvantage if their new missile range is four light seconds
and ours are only two and a half. We also have to wonder if they have some sort
of emergency weapon at close range. I think you were right to leave rather than
try and engage the Tiger,” Sa’Velte said, nodding his head in agreement.
“And to combat their long range skips, we should practice short skips, which
would negate that advantage. That tactic may have been an accident that worked
to their advantage, but there is no sense taking unnecessary chances.”


“What happened
at Ruchild?” Sa’Velte asked.


“I have the
Elders to thank for detouring the Heavy cruiser Diamondback
to me,” Anton said in reply. “Rares chose to stop at five colonies, and Angela
identified Ruchild as having a potential target. The Compton
subsequently disappeared, as it normally did after identifying one or more potential
targets for the clan’s cruisers. Because the Tiger was following the Compton’s
route and knew our typical targets, we knew they would choose to stakeout
Ruchild. We arrived before them, cut engines, and waited. When the Tiger
arrived, it wasn’t prepared for battle. It came on line quickly but too late to
be effective. Unfortunately, the battle left little to salvage. What we did
find, the Diamondback took back home to Freeland.”


“Our tasks are
clear. The Puff Adder will return to Freeland to report the results of
our meeting. The Compton will proceed to UPN space to support the clan
interests. The Vancil and the Horace will in their respective
sectors conduct normal merchant activity while attempting to discover lucrative
targets for the warships. The Sand Viper, Fer-De-Lance, Mamba,
and Taipan will seek targets of opportunity in the Darkov and Oracle
sectors. SAS warships will not be sought but no attempt will be made to avoid
them. The majority of Elders believe it will be beneficial to test the SAS. We
need to establish the capability of their warships and determine our
weaknesses. Someday we may have to fight them.” Ka’Baako paused and looked at
Dione and Raina. “You’ll see to Lieutenant Commander Reese’s death or capture.”
He took one last look around the table and then raised his glass. “To Clan Baptiste,
may we continue to grow and prosper.”


“Clan Baptiste.” Echoed through the cabin.
Angela locked gazes with Dione and Raina and mouthed, “And death to Nadya
Reese.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 4



 

<Well Thalia. We’re starting over again. New
ship, responsibilities, people.>


<One job, one person, one day, more fun.>


No facial
features to see, no sound to hear, just a tingling sensation of amusement.


<Yes, oh
wise one.> There was no sense in worrying—it changed nothing. Since I
currently had no duties, I decided to go to the Scorpions’ workout and training
bay. I felt like a coward going there rather than the navy area, but the army
had always been more tolerant than the navy. Thinking about tolerance, I
realized I’d been on the Leopard for two days, yet I hadn’t encountered
the blatant hostility that normally accompanied a new assignment.


<Lieutenant Commander, high-Riss.>


A wave of
amusement flowed through me. Thalia may have a point. It’s harder to display
open hostility to a lieutenant commander than a lowly lieutenant. Although it
felt wonderful, I had no illusions. Many still hated or feared me, and others
were disgusted by the idea of me hosting a parasite. However, not being openly
confronted with it day in and day out was a huge relief.


As I walked
into the bay, I stopped in shock, trying to assimilate the sight confronting
me. The floor and walls were awash in color. It looked like a bomb had gone off
in a paint store. Then the noise hit me. People were running in and out of structures,
shouting, and shooting—with paint bullets. Above the noise, Master Gunnery
Sergeant Terril stood, bringing order to the chaos.


“Copelan,
Palla, you idiots. Fire, ready, aim gets you killed. Missing your opponent gets
you killed. Hitting him in the arm or leg gets you killed,” she shouted, while
pointing at two young privates. “And, if you don’t get with it, I will.”


“Aye, Gunny,”
they shouted back. I noticed several of those watching the exercise had turned
to look at me. I wasn’t running around with a weapon; therefore, I had to be
navy and lost.


“What are you
clowns staring at? I’m the attraction! Gunnery Sergeant Imel, Staff Sergeants
Engin and Udell, and Sergeant Plass, get over here. Master Sergeant Meaker, see
if you can do something with them. My eyes hurt from watching them screw up.”
Terril turned and headed towards me with her chicks following. The external
scars from the destruction of Tiger, where nearly a hundred Scorpions—friends
and comrades—died and the ordeal in the escape pod were gone, but I knew the
internal scars would last a lifetime.


“Gunny Terril,”
I shouted in order to be heard over the noise, which continued unabated. Seeing
her without the other familiar faces reminded me that I had scars of my own.
“It has a nice ring to it.” We hugged. The tight embrace of
two comrades each thankful to see the other alive. She turned toward the
little group that had followed her.


“Reese, these
are the ranking members of my Si’jin class.” Her voice caught on the my Si’jin class. I knew she had thought of
Master Valk. “Class, meet Lieutenant Commander Reese, who frequently gets lost
and winds up in the Scorpion bay. She looks like the greenest private could
kick her ass with one hand tied behind his back. Don’t try it. She’s studied under
Grand Master Wei for two years. Two Scorpions with Buzzers tried to kill her
and they’re both dead.”


They stood
staring at me with their mouths open. I couldn’t blame them. Terril had shaken
their comfortable world. A navy commander working out in the
Scorpions area, a waif who was a master Si’jin practitioner, and someone who
could live through a fight against two Buzzers in the hands of professionals.
As if to confirm the other was really alive, we stood staring at each other for
a long time before Terril turned and walk back into the chaos.


I found myself
a small, unused corner to exercise, while Terril continued to drill the new
members of her battalion. I got lots of strange looks. Terril, to everyone’s
surprise, had made it crystal clear that I was family. I wept for all the missing
Scorpions I’d befriended while on the Tiger.


* * * *


The guards at
the entrance to the Intelligence area checked my ID carefully, although it was
obvious that Wang had entered me in their database as a member of her unit.
When I entered, I found Lieutenant Gaffey and a master chief in front of one of
the monitors, talking about something on the screen. He looked up and smiled
when he saw me approaching.


“Good morning,
ma’am. I’d like to introduce you to Master Chief Mundz.”


“Ma’am. Pleased to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you from
Chief Nesstor from the time when you were on the Peregrine. He’s a
master chief now and assigned to the Bobcat. He said you loved to poke
your nose into everything, and he doubted you would’ve changed.”


“He’s right, Chief,
but I’ve been told a lieutenant wasn’t supposed to meddle with the equipment. I
guess it’s even worse now that I’m a lieutenant commander. But they didn’t say
I couldn’t have a get acquainted tour. Think you could arrange that on second
or third shift? Lieutenant Gaffey, you’re invited if you care to come along.”


“Yes, Ma’am. Master Chief Mundz has already explained your typical
tour. I’d be very interested.”


For the next
couple of third shifts, Mundz introduced me to the new equipment and how it
worked—inside and out. I could no longer take things apart, which I loved to
do, but at least I got to see how to
take them apart.


<Better take
apart.>


<Rank has it
privileges and its drawbacks. We’ll have to be content to watch.>


“Ma’am, I have
to thank you and Chief Mundz for the tour. I’ve learned a lesson I’ll never
forget. Even though an officer isn’t supposed to fix the equipment, knowing the
equipment helps you know your people and for them to know you understand what
they do. I understand why the chiefs like you so much,” Gaffey said.


“I do it
because I’m curious, but it’s paid off. People like you taking an interest in
what they do, and I believe it makes you a better supervisor. Thank you, Master
Chief. I enjoyed the tour.” It had been a good couple of days, interesting and
relaxing; however, I wished the XO would decide soon on my new responsibilities.
Otherwise, I’d have to start visiting the other section chiefs. I smiled. Mundz
would certainly pass the word. The chief’s network was the best in the fleet.


* * * *


The next day
the XO called me into the conference room with Commanders Belercor and Verdi.
Belercor looked friendly. Verdi didn’t.


<Neither feel friendly.>


<Forewarned...>


“Reese,
Commanders Belercor and Verdi would like to work with you on your Riss
equations. I’ll let them decide on how to split your time. In addition, each
lieutenant commander takes the third shift watch for five days. The third shift
is made up of lieutenants who would act as assistants in the event we go to
battle stations. The lieutenant commanders who are now assistants would man the
backup command center under me.” Panella paused, until I nodded. “During the
week you have the watch, you are free from normal duty. Commander Wang has made
it clear that you have the best feel for the raiders, and since our mission is
to find them, she needs your time. You have indicated you could find time on
your off duty hours. If you can, that would be ideal. If not, you will have to
work something out with Commanders Belercor and Verdi. Any
questions?”


“No, Maam.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 5



 

The next two
months went slowly. Belercor and Verdi decided to alternate weekly with me.
Verdi’s knowledge of each weapon and its capability was excellent, but I got
the impression that his tactics were straight out of the SAS Tactical Manual
taught at Hephaestus. It was an excellent manual, but Verdi considered
it the bible rather than basic theory. He had every scenario committed to
memory and ready to use. So long as the engagement went according to the manual,
he’d perform well. I hated to think of what would happen if the enemy chose to
deviate from the manual. Over the weeks, it became clear he didn’t understand
the math and had given up trying. Instead, he had me in the simulator most of
the time for what appeared the express purpose of proving the equation didn’t
work. Of course, they did but somehow he managed to convince himself it was
luck. His inability to invalidate the equations made him more abrasive as time
went by. Eventually, one day he exploded.


“This is
pointless. Shooting projectiles with no sensors was abandoned hundreds of years
ago. Without sensors, you have to depend on luck. In a real battle, the enemy
will win every time. The SAS has developed an extensive array of capabilities
into our missiles that give us the advantage over any opponent. Your formulae is worthless.”


<Based on his extensive battle experience.>


<Can we
leave before next fight with raiders?> Thalia actually thought it was funny.


<We can hope
they have a copy of the SAS manual.> I had to smile. The alternative meant
crying.


My time with
Belercor was even less encouraging. Verdi at least had the SAS Tactical Manual
memorized. Of course, there was a manual with the standard computation between
inhabitable planets; however, no manual existed with tables to compute
anomalies, which affected the original calculation—with potentially disastrous
results. I had to admit the Symath symbols where not easy to get used to. While
they simplified the traditional navigational math, the transition was like
going from algebra to calculus. In my opinion, Belercor had made commander
teaching beginning Navigational theory at Prometheus, where she could
confine her instruction to the SAS Navigational Manual and forget anomalies.
Like Verdi, she grew increasingly hostile as time went by, until she finally
lost it.


“These symbols
are nonsense. Commander Uchida was
a brilliant woman and obviously
began developing a new system, which you are trying to take credit for. It is
clear you didn’t understand it and can’t reproduce it. There is no sense continuing
to pretend you can.” Her face was no longer friendly.


<Real face. Other face facade.>


<I think
we’re in trouble.> I had no doubt I’d soon be in the Captain’s office. And
unfortunately, it would be my word against two commanders who I had no doubt
had the Captain’s confidence.


<Less than if we encounter raiders.>


I relaxed in
resignation as I felt Thalia’s amusement.


At least, my
first two rotations with the third shift lieutenants were uneventful. Lieutenant
Betit handled Communications, JG Lonzo, Helm, Lieutenant Obrist, Tactical, and
Lieutenant Mette, Navigation. My duty was to be alert for contacts and to run
simulations. The simulations were interesting in a macabre sort of way. It
became obvious that only Lieutenant Betit had a good understanding of his
position. Lieutenant Mette, like Belercor, was adequate with standard jumps but
had trouble with anything other than a simple anomaly. He never said anything
but he clearly wanted to.


<His
solution to the last complex anomaly would have sent us into another
universe.>


<At least
avoid raiders.>


I relaxed as
her amusement worked its way through me.


<You
clown.>


<No. Thalia.> I’m not sure what I would have done
without Thalia’s sense of humor. I probably would have fled to my cabin, pulled
the covers over my head, and begged to be taken to Saipha.


* * * *


On my third
rotation, I could feel something had changed.


<They hostile. Angry>


Because of
Thalia’s warning, I deliberately didn’t push them, although everyone except
Betit could use the work. He understood Leopard’s computer and
communication’s systems, and seemed to take pleasure in pointing out what I
didn’t know. The others were not only lazy but also careless. And they were not
well suited to their current positions. Unfortunately, their mentors, Verdi and
Belercor, were also not well suited for their positions. They had made it to
their current rank through time in service, luck, and maybe their superiors’
recognition of their weaknesses, as they had been assigned to noncritical
planetside assignments. Those positions are necessary but didn’t require the
best of the SAS. How they got assigned to the Leopard was beyond my
comprehension.


<Fools
backup fools.>


I felt her
laughter.


<Yes. The raiders would be lucky if we found them.> The thought was scary. The two engagements I’d participated
in showed the raiders had comparable warships and weapons. They were also not
stupid or cowards. To make matters worse, they operated in packs with at least
one Heavy cruiser. Therefore, any advantage the SAS had in missiles and ship capability
would be negated. The Peregrine and the Tiger had been lucky, but
had survived because of the quality of their crews.


Lonzo on Helm
didn’t pay attention to the details. His simulations made me sure I didn’t want
to be on the ship if he had to dock it. Obrist appeared overly friendly, almost
flirting. He knew the standard weapons and ECM capabilities but lacked good
judgment in the simulator. Mette could compute standard jumps but was slow. In
battle, he’d be a liability.


To me, the Tiger
and the Leopard were a dichotomy. The crew picked for the Tiger were
exceptional, consistent with the honor of a special cruiser commissioned
specially to hunt raiders, whereas the crew of the Leopard were mediocre,
like those you would expect on a Light cruiser ferrying routine supplies to the
colonies. Being around people like Uchida and Kollar had
spoiled me.


<Hope not
only ones SAS.>


<Me too.>
I was pleasantly surprised when the rotation ended without incident.


* * * *


The army area
became my refuge. Belercor and Verdi had transformed the Bridge from a magical
place I loved into a steel cage occupied by angry monster-like creatures. On my
off duty time, I worked out with Terril and helped her with teaching. She had
fifteen in her class. Her stories about Saipha and the two battles on the
Tiger had generated a lot of interest in Si’jin. I loved those hours and
spent more time there than I normally would have under other circumstances. I
had grown very close to Terril and Si’jin classes permitted us to dispense with
rank and behave like equals. I managed to spend several hours each day in Intel
with Gaffery and Mundz, but there was little to do without confirmed raider
activity.


* * * *


Two days into
my forth rotation the environment went from silently to actively hostile.
Obrist started it.


“Well, Reese,
whose ass did you kiss to get promoted early?” He stood and sneered in my
direction. The bridge was deathly quiet.


<He
amused.>


“Lieutenant
Obrist, perhaps you should return to your station.”


“And if I don’t
want to?”


“Are you
refusing to perform the duties assigned you?”


“I’m refusing
to work for a Riss whatever.”


<They’re not
afraid. Know something more.>


“What do you
think, Lonzo?” Obrist said, while holding his crotch.


“I’ll bet she
fucks Plimson on a regular basis.”


“I’ll bet she’d
love to fuck us,” Mette said, with his mouth open and tongue hanging out. There
were several more outbursts during the shift.


<Fools want
fight.>


I detected no
amusement from Thalia. She and I knew we would win easily, but it wasn’t my way
or Thalia’s to strike someone because of words. If it were, I would be in
fights several times every week. Best just to report the incident and let the
Captain handle the situation.


The next day I
reported it to the XO. Later that afternoon, she called me into the conference
room.


“Reese, I’ve talked to each lieutenant and reviewed
the Bridge tapes. The
lieutenants claim nothing happened and the tapes back them up. I don’t understand
what’s going on. Would you like to explain?”


“Ma’am, I told
you what happened. I can’t explain the tapes, but it should be obvious that I
know the Bridge is taped and wouldn’t have brought the incident to your
attention if it hadn’t occurred.”


“All four lieutenants
told me the same thing. I don’t know what game you’re playing, but it won’t
work on this ship. You’re dismissed, Reese.”


<They clever. XO isn’t.>


<Not
sure.> Maybe I’m being paranoid, but it seems that right from the beginning
there has been a pervasive hostile attitude, which lately has come to the
surface.


<Not paranoid. Ambush us.>


* * * *


The next night
it was more of the same. It was a circus. I taped the night’s session on my SID
as proof. However, when I went to review it the next day it had been erased and
a file with them acting normally substituted.


<Tape from second rotation.>


<They’ve
recycled the Bridge tapes every ten days so I can’t prove it without access to
the Leopard’s black box, which few
knew about and only the Intelligence Agency on Eden has the authority to
access. Very clever.> I called Terril.


“Terril, I need
a huge favor.”


“Want me to
come up to your cabin? I’ll be free in a few minutes.”


“Please,
Terril.”


Five minutes
later, she knocked at my door. She looked flushed like she’d run all the way.


“What’s the
matter, Nadya?” she asked as soon as I closed the door.


“It’s against
regulations and I’ll understand if you say no. I shouldn’t be asking and you
should say you won’t. But, I’m desperate enough to shamelessly trade on our
friendship.” I shoved her into my only chair and went on to explain what had
been going on for the past several days. “Say you won’t help. I don’t want to
get you into trouble. I’m sorry.”


“Calm down,
Nadya. What do you want me to do? Kill them or just put them in the hospital?”
She didn’t smile although she knew I wasn’t asking that.


“I want to
stream the recording from my SID to yours while it’s happening. That way when
they erase the data from my SID it won’t matter, since your SID will have a
copy.”


“What’s illegal
about that?”


“Sending data
taken on the Bridge to someone is a court martial offense. I have to assume
that receiving it also qualifies. Don’t do it. I can always resign if it gets
too bad.” My mind was in chaos. I didn’t want to retire but I didn’t want
Terril jailed for helping me. I had an easy way out—resign. She didn’t.


“Don’t be ridiculous. Of course I’ll help. You’re my friend, and they’re
planning something really nasty.” Terril gave me a hug and Thalia produced a
soothing sensation that relaxed me. I got out my SID and Terril handed me hers.
It took me close to an hour to program the code to instantaneously transfer
what my SID was recording to hers. Afterward, we tested it twice: once in my
cabin and once after she had returned to the army area. It worked. Now to
survive the upcoming confrontation with whatever the lieutenants had planned.


* * * *


“Betit, you’re
a genius. I don’t know how you did it, but it was brilliant,” Mette said while
patting Betit on the shoulder and beaming from ear to ear. Betit winked.


“Commander
Kurou is a genius with the Leopard’s
computer systems. We had a system problem the other day, and he had to examine
the Bridge and SID logs. Someone had accidentally done something with someone’s
SID, which caused the problem. It was minor, but I saw the passwords and how he
modified the logs and their SID. Now that I have the codes, it was easy to
delete the tapes of us hassling Reese and substitute the tapes from the earlier
rotations.”


“I’m not
ashamed to say I was scared…well worried when the XO called and interviewed us.
I know you know what you were doing, but I couldn’t help but wonder if Kurou
would look at the tapes and discover what you did,” Lonzo said. “It would have
meant our asses.”


“I doubt it.
I’ve heard that Captain Wuffraat briefed his staff on Reese before she arrived.
He’s convinced she’s been given special privileges because of her contract. He
said he wants her evaluated honestly so that Admiral Plimson will know
the truth. Translation, do what you can to discredit her. And it’s working.
Both Verdi and Belercor have invalidated her Riss equations. Anyway, the XO
would be more than willing to take our word and wouldn’t make any effort to
validate the tapes. I don’t think it would have mattered if she did. More than
likely, Kurou would have dismissed the idea, since he wouldn’t believe we have
the knowledge to manipulate the system.”


“What’s next,
Obrist?” Betit asked. “Hassling’s been fun, but she hasn’t taken the bait.”


“She’s probably
used to people hassling her. Normally all she would
have to do is report us to the Captain and use her contract to make him take
action against us,” Mette said.


“It’s not going
to work with the Captain or Panella. They are being very careful to make sure
they can show proof that she’s being getting evaluations she didn’t
earn. We’re helping them screw her.” Obrist laughed. “We’ll keep up the pressure,
hoping she’ll lose it and strike one of us. If she does, we can all gang up on
her.”


“I hear she
works out with the Scorpions and knows how they fight,” Lonzo said. “We could
really get hurt.”


“She probably
works out with them on her back. But it doesn’t matter if she does know some
basic moves. If she bloodies our noses, it will look all the better when we’re
called in front of the Captain. And the more she hurts us, the more damage we
can cause her. Although our objective is to get her court marshaled and out of
our face, I personally want to break bones and smash in that ugly face.”


* * * *


The next two
nights the harassment got worse. It was obvious they were seeking a fight. And
when it happened, the XO and the Captain weren’t going to investigate the
incident. They were going to take the lieutenants’ word because that coincided
with whatever they were planning.


<Like Gebauer.
Discredit you, Riss. You fight they claim you start. Worse you hurt them, worse
look for you. Si’jin.>


<As you’ve
said before, fools can be dangerous. I think they may win this time. I’m sorry,
Thalia.>


<Riss patient race. Stars wait for us.>


I felt her
amusement. Ironically, humans were in a hurry because individuals knew their
life span was short—one hundred fifty years at best. The Riss on the other hand
lived upward of four hundred years, and their memories were part of their
offspring. I wondered if that was somewhat like having multiple brains in one
body.


Thalia and I
had no choice but to play out the game. It ended on the last day of the
rotation.


“Well, bitch,
you and that god damn Riss parasite are going to get what everyone on this ship
secretly wants.”


All four had
left their seats. In a way, it was comical. I could’ve killed all four with
ease.


<They want
you to hurt them. Report Riss unstable.>


Obrist grabbed
me and punched me in the stomach. I almost laughed. Their perfect plan had
flaws—I didn’t fight back, and it was being taped and couldn’t be erased. They
hit me again and again, swearing obscenities, hoping to get me to react. They
might have killed another person who couldn’t literally roll with the blows.
Si’jin taught the art of nonresistance, which reduced the force
significantly—like hitting a pillow rather than a wall. Finally, when I thought
they would think me near death, I collapsed. After a few additional kicks, they
stopped.


“Obrist, what now. She didn’t attack us. We’re going
to get court marshaled,” Mette said. The other two nodded agreement. Obrist
stood quiet for a few minutes. “We’re going to have to make it look like she
did.” For the next several minutes, they took turns punching each other. When
they finished, I had to admit that they had done a reasonably good job. One had
a broken nose, all were bleeding, and their clothes
torn. They called the XO, who called the Captain. I could imagine the story.
“She went crazy and attacked us. She’s been acting funny all week. We barely
managed to subdue her. The Riss was controlling her...”


I let the
medics take me to the hospital ward, where I was examined and my injuries
documented.


“Put It
in the Rejuv unit. The Captain will want her fit for her court martial
tomorrow,” someone, I assumed one of the doctors, said.


“No!” I said.


“I’m the
doctor. You’ll do as I say. Orderlies put her in the Rejuv unit.”


“Read my ID. If
you put me in the Rejuv unit, you will kill me. I guarantee Vice Admiral Zann
will have you sentenced to the SAS penal colony for the rest of your life. My
ID clearly prohibits you from performing any medical procedure without my
personal permission.”


“She’s right,”
a woman said from somewhere behind him. “It’s on her ID and you can’t pretend
you didn’t notice a SAS directive. You may want to face an SAS inquiry, I
don’t. I’ll verify that she told you not to perform the procedure.”


“Damn you and
her. Let that monstrosity treat herself then.” He
stomped away.


<Fool.>


<Dangerous fool.>

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 6



 

The next morning,
I stood in front of the Captain’s desk waiting for him to say something. The
four lieutenants, the XO, Verdi, Belercor, and the unnamed doctor were in the
room.


“Lieutenant
Commander Reese, this inquiry is being taped in compliance with your contract
with the SAS.” He nodded to the XO.


“Lieutenant
Commander Reese, Commander Belercor has evaluated your Symath equations for
Navigation and found they were of no value. She believes you stole Commander
Uchida’s work because you can’t recreate them. And that you aren’t qualified in
Navigational theory.” He stopped and looked to Belercor. “Is that a reasonable
summary of your evaluation of Lieutenant Commander Reese?”


“Yes. I don’t
understand her previous evaluations, because she has not demonstrated that same
competence. I can only assume she used her contract and threat of an inquiry to
intimidate her superiors.” Belercor gave me a very good imitation of an I’m sorry dear smile.


<Guess
simulator not count.>


<She would
have to admit she can’t grasp the mathematics involved.>


The XO nodded
to Belercor and then turned back to me.


“Lieutenant
Commander Reese, Commander Verdi evaluated your projectile theory and the
associated equations. He found that projectiles used as dumb missiles rely
totally on luck. The sensors on SAS missiles are far superior. Like Commander
Belercor, he doesn’t understand your previous evaluations and has to conclude
other factors were involved. In a real engagement with the enemy, your tactics
would get everyone killed.” Her smile wasn’t friendly, closer to a sneer. She
stopped and looked to Verdi. “Is that a reasonable summary of your evaluation
of Lieutenant Commander Reese?”


Verdi nodded
and even had the nerve to smile.


<Twenty simulator results based on luck.>


<Not in SAS
tactical manual.> I assumed that Verdi and Belercor felt safe making their
evaluations since they knew Uchida and Kollar were dead.


“And I talked
with Commander Wang. She said your presence hasn’t contributed anything towards
finding the raiders. In addition, when I asked about her previous evaluations
of you, she said it had been her team’s efforts of which you were only a part.
She gave me no indication that you had made a significant part in finding the
raiders.” Panella’s forehead was furrowed as she glared down at me. “Do you
have anything to say, Lieutenant Commander Reese?”


<Kangaroo inquiry.>


I relaxed with
Thalia’s amusement flowing through me.


<You clown.
This is serious.>


<Otherwise
cry.>


I agreed. There
was nothing I could do or say. Unlike Gebauer, they had been careful in
creating this case against me. And the lieutenants had been the icing on the
poison cake.


“No. It no
longer matters.”


“Does that mean
that you agree with their evaluations?”


“No. Continue.”
I knew how this would end. The fools of the SAS had won.


<Too many.>


I couldn’t help
a small laugh—not that it mattered.


“You think this
is amusing, Reese?” The XO snarled. Her face twisted in anger.


“Yes, it
reminds Thalia of the old frontier days in America on old earth. They had
courts like this.”


“Reese when
you’re in jail-”


“Enough, Commander Panella. There is another matter to be
addressed,” Wuffraat interrupted. “Lieutenants Obrist, Betit, Mette, and JG
Lonzo have accused you of an unprovoked attack on them. They say it has been
building up all week, and the XO substantiates you reported a false accusation
against them. We have reviewed the tapes for the last five days and found no
evidence that they acted in anything but a professional manner. After your
attack on them, Doctor Vivens reported you were in an aggressive and hostile
mood when he tried to treat you.”


<Little one,
no longer need suffer these fools. They evil. They
make bad partners.>


I laughed long
and hard.


“See—she is
unstable,” Obrist shouted.


“Lieutenant
Commander Reese, I find there is reasonable cause for a court marshal for
assaulting Lieutenants Obrist, Betit, Mette, and JG Lonzo. This tape will be
forwarded to the Riss Project manager, Vice Admiral Youell. You will be confined
to quarters until we return to Eden.”


“I’ll save you
all the trouble. High-Riss Thalia has informed me that the Riss no longer
wishes to partner with humans. Besides being inherently
fools.” I held up hand to stop a reply. “First, I resign from the SAS
military. If you can read, you will see that I can without repercussions. If
you wish to press charges for this façade, I will be tried before an SAS constituted
inquiry chaired by the Joint Chiefs of Staff a representative of the Riss
nation. It will cost you your careers because I can prove the Lieutenants are
liars and you have intentionally supported them for your own reasons. But at
this point, I’m not interested in you or the SAS. You are uncivilized and not
fit partners for the Riss. I will settle for being delivered to Saipha or
transferred to a ship going to Saipha.” I turned and left the office without
further comment and entered the Bridge with the XO following.


“Commander
Karlson, please send the following message,” I said without preamble. Karlson
looked up at me.


“Who do you
think you’re giving orders to, Reese?” He looked from me to the XO. I ignored
him and turned to Panella.


“To refuse is
to ignore an SAS order stipulated in my contract. It’s your career, Panella.” I
shrugged. She nodded to Karlson.


“To Vice Admiral Zann, Copy Admiral Plimson, Riss-humans
Lieutenants Jan Jaelle, Eve Alena, Gerald Petar and Stela Elissa. Vice Admiral Zann, I have
officially resigned, and with Snow on the mountain consent, I’m
terminating the Riss Project. The human race is not worth the abuse being
heaped upon them through their human hosts. Captain Wuffraat has charged me
with attacking four lieutenants. If he insists upon pressing those trumped-up
charges, I would welcome an SAS inquiry into the matter. I believe he and his
crew have deliberately conspired to sabotage the Riss Project. But since the project
has been terminated, I will settle for transportation to Saipha. End of Message.” I turned back to the XO. She nodded.


“You are
confined to your cabin. Meals will be brought to you. Good riddance to you and
the Riss.” She pointed her finger at me. “If you leave the room, you will be
arrested and jailed for the rest of this voyage.”


<If she has
sense will erase tape.>


<I don’t
care.> I turned and left. In my room, I lay down and cried. I had let down
the Riss. I so wanted to help them...my sisters.


<Good choice leave. Humans make poor partners.>

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 7



 

The next two
days were a living hell. I tried to do some research in the ship’s library, but
someone had restricted all my access to the ship except to the four
lieutenants. The few times I’d turned it on, they’d
spewed a litany of abuse at me. I couldn’t call Terril or even call for medical
assistance in an emergency. For the first day, they even activated my SID
through the emergency override, which was restricted to Battle Stations
and other ship emergencies. I decided not to disabled it, since all the traffic
on my SID was being copied to Terril. She was my only hope.


I couldn’t
sleep or even work on a plan for the Riss’ eventual exodus to the stars, because
every time someone passed my door they banged on it and shouted an assortment
of obscenities. Some even tried to force their way into the cabin.


<Jam door. Lieutenants want you dead. Have access to system.>


Thalia was
right. With the right system access, any door could be opened. Someone had done
exactly that on the Tiger and thrown in a canister of poisonous gas that almost
killed me. I removed the locking panel and spent an hour locating the two wires
that activated the lock. With that mechanism disabled, the door would have to
be blown off. At meal times, one of the lieutenants would come by with a tray
of food and bang on the door.


“Time to eat. I’ve added some spices to make it taste better.”
Obrist laughed. Next, it was Lonzo.


“Sex for a meal, bitch.” I could hear several others chanting,
“sex, sex...” I had nothing to keep my mind off the madness. I was afraid to
answer the door or to take the food for fear it had been tampered with or it
would be a ruse to gain entrance. Obrist was the most consistent visitor.


“Time for your food, bitch. You and your parasite will never
reach Saipha. Open the door, I brought you poisoned food to make it quicker.
Nobody believes you. You’re alone. Eventually you’ll have to open the door or
starve to death.” He laughed and banged on the door before leaving.


<Enough. Put in hibernation. No need food, water.> With that, my world of agony faded away.


* * * *


<Wake, little one. Friends at
door.>


I staggered out
of bed and fell. My legs wouldn’t support me. I spent a few minutes rubbing
them until they began to tingle, showing signs of life.


“Reese, open
the door. It’s Terril.”


I managed to
crawl to the door and attached the wires to the locking mechanism. The lock
clicked open. Terril stood there with the entire Si’jin class, armed with shard
guns.


“Nadya, I’m
sorry I’m so late, I didn’t know what was happening until today. I knew you’d
been confined to quarters, but I thought you’d be safe. I tried contacting you
several times over the past three days but your SID wouldn’t answer. I thought
you had it turned off. When I looked at the area we set up to copy activity
from yours, it was full of abuse, which I’d bet is being erased immediately
afterward. I’m sorry. I should have known. Those lieutenants can’t take the
chance they’ll be discovered if there’s an inquiry. You’re going to be the
guest of the Scorpions. Navy personnel will now be restricted from entering our
area.” She dragged me out of the room. Two of them supported me as we marched
down the hall. I felt fine, but my legs felt like rubber. As we continued
toward the army area, Obrist came walking down the corridor with a tray of food
in his hands. When he saw me, he dropped the tray and ran towards Terril.


“Sergeant, release that woman. She’s under arrest and confined to her
quarters by order of the XO. I’ll take her back.” He grinned, his eyes filled
with excitement. He then reached in to grab me. I cringed. I was too weak to
resist and I could imagine the hell I’d endure if he ever got his hands on me.
Terril stepped forward before his hand could reach me and drove her shoulder
into his chest. As he spun around, her foot slipped behind his foot, and her
head drove into his nose. It was so smooth that unless you understood the move,
it looked like she had just bumped him. He slammed into the bulkhead headfirst.
To a bystander, it would look like he had tripped awkwardly. Blood gushed from
his broken nose.


“Sorry, Lieutenant. You’re interfering with a security
detail. Reese has violated her confinement to quarters order by leaving her
room and is being taken to the ship’s brig.”


“Gunny, he
attacked you,” Corporal Engin said.


“No, he was
reaching for the Gunny’s gun,” Staff Sergeant Udell added.


“I think you
should report him for striking you, Gunny,” Engin said, barely able to avoid
laughing. As we passed Obrist, he was lying on the floor moaning, his face
covered in blood. When we reached the Scorpions area, Terril turned to Udell.
“Make up a schedule, no navy personnel enters this area without Colonel Seng’s
or my permission. No one!”


“Yes, Gunny. No one.” Udell pointed to
Engin and another man and then to the door. They trotted off smiling. Just
then, Seng appeared.


“Gunny, what’s
up? I heard Commander Reese was confined to quarters. Leaving her quarters
would justify her arrest and brig time but why have you assigned an armed
detail to the entrance to our area?” He looked at me then back to Terril.


“Yes, sir. It’s for her protection. Half the navy personnel want
to kill her, and the Captain and his senior officers refuse to help her.”


“Gunny, you’re
walking on dangerous ground. The Captain’s in charge of this ship.”


“Sir, trust me.
When this ship reaches Saipha or Eden, there are at least four lieutenants who
are going to do hard time at the penal colony, Cerberus. And Vice
Admiral Zann will see to it that the Captain and his staff’s careers are over.
Anyone who supports Reese will be protected and rewarded. As for Reese, I was
just obeying the XO’s orders. She told her that if she left her room she would
spend the rest of her time in the brig. I caught her outside her cabin and
arrested her.”


“How do you
know that? Were you there?”


“In a way.” Terril pulled out her SID, typed in a few commands,
and a hologram sprang to life. It was the first of the incidents after she and I
had set up the copy algorithm.


“Gunny, taping
the Bridge is—” He stopped in mid-sentence as the scene unfolded before him. He
continued to watch until about halfway through my three-day confinement
“Enough, Gunny.”


“Gunny’s order stands. I want the guards armed. Use whatever force is required.
No, repeat no exceptions. Gunny, get Reese fed and find
her temporary quarters until she can be safely...rescued.” He looked pissed.
Terril was smiling.


A couple of
hours later I sat with Terril, feeling better, having had a small meal and
plenty to drink.


Seng opened his
office door and spoke. “Gunny, the Captain called and claimed you assaulted an
officer. I informed him that the lieutenant attacked you in the performance of
your duties. You merely bumped into him to get him out of the way. And that you
have several witnesses and are considering pressing charges. I also notified
him that Reese was under arrest, per the XO’s order, for having left her room.
He seemed upset.” Seng closed his door.


“Gunny,
Commander Wang is asking to see Reese,” Udell said with a smile. Terril looked
to me.


<Finds amusing.>


<She would.
And you too even though the Riss have been hurt.> I was angry with everyone
including myself.


<Yes. One day at a time, little one. Angry solves nothing. Gives
me headache.> Laughter rippled through me from head to foot. I longed to be
like the Riss. I nodded to Terril.


“After you make
sure she has no weapons, you can let her in.” Terril stayed by my side.


“Master
Sergeant, is it necessary for you to stay?” Wang’s stare was meant to
intimidate Terril. Under other circumstances, I would’ve laughed. It would be
easier for her to intimidate Admiral Plimson.


“It’s Master
Gunnery Sergeant, Ma’am. And yes, it’s necessary. She’s under arrest and my
prisoner.”


“Reese, is this necessary? You are causing a great deal of trouble, when
we should be hunting the raiders. Because of you, five cruisers, which should
be hunting raiders, are being diverted to Saipha.”


<Party time.>


I felt genuine
laughter vibrating throughout me. The old Thalia, the clown that I love, was
alive and well. The past several weeks had strained even her outrageous sense
of humor. I couldn’t stop a laugh, which caused Wang’s face to tighten in anger.


“I’m confused.
Commander Panella told me that she had talked to you about my performance, and
you stated I had contributed nothing since I joined the Leopard. She
also stated that you attributed the previous successes to your team. I won’t argue
with either statement, but by your own evaluation, I’m not needed to find the
raiders.” I shrugged.


“I guess
Panella could have interpreted what I said like that, but what I said was not
intended to minimize your contribution. Now that I think about it, her
questions were phrased strangely.” Wang’s eyes turned down in thought—or
embarrassment.


<Realizes her answers ego.>


“Even you,
Commander Wang, are prejudiced against the Riss-humans.”


“How can you
say that, Reese? I always treated you fairly,” Wang said in genuine shock.


“You and your
team have been tracking the Riss-humans for years. You knew of the abuse yet
you did nothing. Why? Because we are specimens not humans.”
I paused, realizing the raw truth of my statement. No one helped. I managed to
hold my temper in check and continued.


“As for the
diversion of ships to Saipha, you and the Captain should take that up with the
Admiralty. Even when I was a Lieutenant Commander, I had no authority to divert
the Leopard—anywhere. You need to talk to the Captain. He’s in command
of the Leopard—not me. As for diverting six cruisers, that’s ludicrous.”


“Reese, you
could help us. Instead you’re aiding the raiders with your attitude,” Wang
said. Her face had turned red, and she looked like she wanted to stamp the
floor.


“You are a
senior member of the Intelligence branch. I would suggest you tell the
Admiralty the Leopard has better things to do than whatever they have in
mind. I’m just a civilian wanting to go home.”


<Me too.>


I felt Thalia’s
agreeing grin.


“You could have
helped me. Instead, you stood aside, while four lieutenants, a Captain, and his
staff leveled false charges against me. They want me and the other Riss-humans
gone. They’ve won. Blame Captain Wuffraat, all the other Captain Gebauers, and
people who are driven by blind prejudice, not me. The Riss are a gentle,
civilized people. I will not see them subjected to any more hate and abuse. The
Riss tried to help, you rejected it.” I turned and walked away.


* * * *


The next day
the Captain stormed into the area, after Gunny gave him permission to enter.


<More fun.>


<Actually,
I’m beginning to enjoy it.>


<Becoming Riss.>


“What the
hell’s going on, Colonel Seng? I don’t need a Sergeant’s permission.”


“That’s a
Master Gunnery Sergeant, and she was acting under my order to restrict access,
since Reese’s life has been threatened. I’m sure you wouldn’t like her killed
on your ship, especially after having been told her life is in danger.” The
Colonel held Wuffraat’s eyes. Wuffraat was first to break contact. Having
failed to intimidate Seng, he turned back to me.


“Reese, you and your kind are causing more trouble than any one of you
are worth. I’ve had messages from Admiral Plimson, and Vice Admirals Zann and
Youell. They’re calling all ships with Riss-humans to Saipha. Who the hell do
you think you are?” He shook his fist at me, spittle spurting from his mouth.


<Typical human. Everyone else cause problem.>


“I’m a
civilian. You and the other Captains like Gebauer have finally succeeded in
destroying the Riss Project and getting rid of the Riss-humans. I would think
you would be happy. Never mind that the SAS has lost a valuable ally. As for
the Admirals, you’re a Captain and should have a much better idea of what they
want. Perhaps you are going to get that inquiry you want. Personally, I’m not
interested. I repeat, I’m a civilian.” I shrugged.


The Captain
turned back to Seng. “I want her returned to her quarters. That’s an order,
Colonel. No one is trying to kill her.”


“I respectfully
decline, Captain. She’s in my custody under arrest and will remain so until
transferred to the authorities on Saipha.”


“I’m your
superior and order you to return her to her quarters.”


“Actually,
Captain, you are not my superior. You
are the Captain of his ship and I’m here to support you; however, you have no
authority over my men or me. Furthermore, I believe you have given me an illegal
order in as much as it recklessly endangers an individual’s life.”


“I’ll see you
and Reese in Cerberus, Seng,” Wuffraat screamed, which would have attracted
everyone’s attention in the area if they hadn’t already been watching. Wuffraat
turned and stormed out of the area, muttering to himself. Seng stood silently,
watching the Captain leave, then turned back to me.


“Reese, aren’t
you a bit interested in knowing why the Admiralty is diverting six ships to
Saipha? I am,” Seng said, frowning.


“I would assume
they are returning the Riss-humans to Saipha, since the Riss Project has been
terminated.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 8



 

In a way, I was
sorry to see the Leopard reach Saipha. Although I was officially under
arrest, I had my own cabin, was free to wander the army area, eat in their
dining hall, and work out with my friends. I’d miss the good friends I’d made,
like Terril, and my life in the navy. It had been very stressful at times and
even dangerous, but I loved the life. Worst of all, I’d
failed the Riss and crushed their dream of going to the stars. They
would have made good allies for the humans and had already demonstrated their
potential contributions to the alliance. Unfortunately, humans did not appear
to be good allies for the Riss.


<Uncivilized.>


* * * *


I was sitting
with Terril and several others from the Si’jin class eating lunch, when Colonel
Seng approached the table.


“Gunny, the
Captain has informed me that he has been told to deliver Lieutenant Commander
Reese to the Heavy cruiser, Bateleur. He has a shuttle ready. I would
like you to get a detail together and deliver our prisoner to the Bateleur.”
He smiled at me. “Commander Reese, I hope you were treated well during your
incarceration.”


“Colonel Seng,
Thalia and I owe you our lives. You’ve risked your career and more to protect
me. If I can ever do anything for you, please don’t hesitate to ask.” Gunny had
rescued me, but Seng could have sided with the Captain. Refusing to obey his
order to release me could result in his court marshal. It still could. I
returned to my temporary cabin and packed my few belongings Terril had salvaged
from my assigned cabin. By the time I’d finished, Terril stood ready, dressed
in combat fatigues and armed with a Scorpion side arm—a multifunctional gun
with laser sights, fleches, and explosive cartridges. Her detail surrounded me
and marched me like any prisoner to the shuttle bay. There the Captain and the
XO stood along with Obrist.


“Your contract
may allow you to quit, but you committed a criminal offense against Lieutenant
Obrist, and I’ll see you do prison time for it,” Wuffraat shouted. Obrist
didn’t seem all that happy about his Captain’s confidence.


<Maybe
remember Black Box.> A ripple of amusement.


<They lost
but they won.> They would be punished but they had
killed the Riss Project. Even if I hadn’t quit like a coward, over the years
the Wuffraats, Gebauers, Blackwells, and others to come would have killed each
of us or forced us to leave. There were too many to fight. Distracted by my
thoughts, I hardly noticed boarding the shuttle. When I looked out the narrow
window, I saw six cruisers outlined against the blackness of space: four Light
cruisers: Caracaras, Kestrel, Shikra and Harrier, a Hunter: the Leopard,
and the Heavy cruiser: Bateleur. As we approached the Bateleur,
it was like going back six years when a young girl dreamt of visiting the stars
and meeting an alien.


<You did
both.>


<More than I
could’ve dreamed.> The Bateleur was a floating city stretching well
over a half-kilometer long, weighing close to a million metric tons, and had a
crew of one thousand. We were soon into the shuttle bay and debarking. Instead
of a junior petty officer, a young lieutenant waited to meet me. He gave me a
smart salute before speaking.


“Ma’am, welcome
aboard the Bateleur. Vice Admiral Zann sends her regards and asked me to
escort you to your quarters. Petty Officer Geralo will take care of your
luggage.” He turned to Terril. “Gunny, I’ll take the Commander from you. She is
no longer under arrest.”


I winked at
Terril and followed the lieutenant to level one where he showed me my temporary
quarters.


“Ma’am, before
you get settled, I’ve been asked to take you to the conference room.”


<Trouble?>


<Likes you.> A feeling of amusement.


<That doesn’t
help.>


When I entered
the room, four of my Riss-sisters were sitting around a long oval table loaded
with food. Damion was apparently still on Saipha. Before I could recover, I was
mobbed, hugged, and dragged to the table. It was glorious. I could see the
exchange of vids between Thalia and the other Riss, and knew she felt the same.


“Nadya, I can’t
believe you resigned,” Jaelle said. “I would’ve thought you’d be the last of us
to quit.”


“I’ve resigned
a total of three times.” I laughed. “Non-Riss humans have from the very
beginning tried to force us out by discrediting us and the Riss. Our companions
and you have endured more than any human should, to prove the Riss would be
outstanding allies. I’ve come to the conclusion that they’ll win. There are too
many. If they didn’t kill us, they’ll slowly break us down. We can only survive
so much. Our contracts are good, but as Wuffraat has proved, with care they can
subvert them. We haven’t lost. We are just changing tactics. We, you and me,
will help our Riss-sisters create an environment that’ll enable us to attain
the stars. It may take a bit longer, but we will
succeed.” When I finished, I heard clapping coming from the head of the table.
An elderly Riss with graying hair stood projecting a vid I translated as Tranquil mountain-lake in the morning sun. He
had been the leader of the Riss’ volunteer entourage for the Riss project.


<We Riss
wish to see stars, but you, River that runs between two mountains, have
vision to get us there. The Riss give you position of Leader. Your word
is word of Riss.>


I felt a strong
sense of hope.


<What does
she mean?>


<Tranquil
mountain-lake in the morning sun’s position always Leader. She spoke
for Riss. She passed position to you.>


<I don’t
want that responsibility.>


<No choice. You Riss. That your position.>


I felt no
amusement. She was right. I was Riss and like every Riss, I had a position. My
previous position had been to navigate between two worlds trying to bring them
together. I’d failed. But I hadn’t given up the vision of going to the stars.
They wished to go to the stars but didn’t know how to achieve it. They felt I
did. Therefore, my position had changed. Alena was the first to speak.


“Will we have
to give up our Riss?” Alena asked. From the look on the others faces, I knew
she was asking for the group.


“No. Each of
you has proved you are high-Riss as well as human. You wouldn’t have lasted
this long if you and your partner weren’t committed.” That seemed to relax
everyone and the discussions turned to other topics.


“I’ve heard
that Admiral Plimson and Vice Admirals Zann and Youell were on the Bateleur.
They left several days ago to tour the Riss conclave. They aren’t expected back
for several days, maybe longer,” Jaelle said. “Nadya, I also heard that Captain
Wuffraat has charged you with attacking four of his lieutenants. He claims
you’re unstable. If you’re found guilty, it would mean jail time.”


“His
lieutenants attacked me and it’s on tape. If I’d attacked them, they would’ve
needed Rejuv. I was willing to let the incident go if they’d just agreed to
deliver me to Saipha. Captain Wuffraat and his lieutenants are in for a real surprise.”


“At your
suggestion we’ve all started practicing Si’jin. I’ve found it helped, if for no
other reason than it gave me confidence, knowing I could protect myself. You’ve
been studying longer than us, and I can just imagine what you could have done
to them,” Petar said with a crooked smile.


“I’m glad you did. I know it helped keep me stay sane and saved my life
once. We have several days of nothing to do, so let’s spend it working out. Get
your clothes and meet me in the army workout bay.” I returned to my cabin,
changed my clothes, and got directions to the army area. It surprised me that I
didn’t get any comments from the navy personnel I passed on the way to the army
bay. I waited for the others before entering the bay. We got lots of stares. As
I surveyed the bay for a quiet spot to work out, a master sergeant approached
us.


“You seem lost.
What can I do for you?” he asked. I’d watched him float across the bay and
would bet he was a practitioner of Si’jin.


“Sergeant, I
was hoping to use your bay to workout?”


“What’s wrong
with the navy area?” he asked. He had that calm demeanor which reminded me of
Master Valk. The thought gave me a lump in my throat.


“I prefer the
present company. The navy doesn’t appreciate Si’jin.”


“Are you
claiming you earned those knots? If you did, you should score easily against me
in a match, since I only have five knots and none from Wei. What do you say?
Want to try?” His look wasn’t quite a sneer, more like he had just caught me
cheating.


“I would
appreciate a workout, Sergeant...”


“Sergeant
Cordell, I’ll meet you over there,” he said, pointing to the far end of the
bay. He stared hard at me, appearing confused by my acceptance. I knew he had
expected me to back down. He shrugged, probably thinking I was too afraid of being
embarrassed to back down. Of course, if I were a fake,
a thrashing by Cordell would have been even more embarrassing, not to mention
the bruises.


“Nadya, are you
sure?” Elissa asked, with a worried look on her face. Her concern was
understandable. Her three knots identified her as a beginner with some
experience but knowledgeable enough to understand the potential dangers. Petar
and Jaelle had four knots and Alena three.


“Yes, Cordell
has a right to question a newcomer who claims to be a Si’jin practitioner. The
art is jealously guarded by its practitioners. Besides, it’s not often you see
navy types in the army workout area,” I said as we strolled towards the area
Cordell had indicated. I smiled, knowing everyone was looking forward to seeing
a navy braggart taught a lesson.


“This is scary,
Nadya. I’m used to working out in the navy area. My instructor was navy.
Although he never said so explicitly, I got the impression he’d accepted me
because of some other master’s recommendation. Seeing your knots, I’ll bet it
had something to do with you. Anyway, being accepted in his class helped me
with a lot of the sailors.” Petar paused, looking pale, as Cordell emerged from
the lockers. As the sergeant had said, his belt had five knots: two red, two
green, and the last one blue. The colors indicating the rank of the persons who
had promoted him—red for a seventh ranked master, green for eighth,
and blue for a ninth. I was impressed. He had earned each of his knots from
high-ranking instructors. Alena, Elissa, and Jaelle looked ready to run as
everyone in the area began to converge on us. As I looked around, credits were
beginning to change hands. I wondered at the odds—although my belt was
impressive, I wasn’t. Cordell stood
fifteen centimeters taller and was at least twenty-five kilos heavier. Then I
saw Terril and my escort. There was a crowd around them eager to take their
money. When I turned back to Cordell, I was shocked to see Wei step in between
us and nodded for us to get ready. He intended to referee the match. I wasn’t
sure what Cordell thought about Wei’s appearance. He seemed amused, judging by
the slight smile that momentarily crossed his lips. Since Wei didn’t acknowledge
me in any way, he probably assumed Wei was here to see me punished and to stop
it before I got killed. As Wei’s hand began to drop, Cordell charged,
kicks, punches, and elbows flying. It was obvious that he’d been studying for a
long time. His combinations were delivered with the speed and precision I’d
expect of an experienced fifth knot. Although he out-massed me, it mattered
little unless I was willing to engage him straight on. I wasn’t. Instead, I
flowed with his blows, spinning and twisting to attack from the side and back.
While he scored now and then, the contact was light. From years of training, my
body stayed relaxed. I gave no resistance, thus minimizing the impact.


“Stop,” Wei
said softly. We froze. “Very good, Cordell. Reese you
need work.”


I stood there with my mouth open. I had clearly won, which was obvious
from the disgruntled troops paying Terril and the others. Cordell was as
shocked as me. He bowed to me.


“Thank you, Master Reese. I thought you a fake, but that fifth knot
really is Wei’s. Only Wei would say you need work.”


“Reese, you and
Terril meet me back here in an hour. We have much to do.” Wei turned and walked
off.


“Well, Nadya.
You earned me a year’s pay. And I’ll probably earn a bunch of free drinks,
telling the troops about you and Saipha.”


“You’re
shameless, Shira. That was like stealing from babies,” I said with a grin.
“What are you doing here? I would’ve thought you would be back on the Leopard.”


“I would be except the Bateleur’s XO, Delfont, said
Captain Wuffraat was pressing charges against Colonel Seng and me. We’re confined to the Bateleur.”


The next week
was glorious. Wei spent several hours each day working with Terril and me.
Cordell amiably worked with the other Riss-humans.


“You two are
like pillows in a fight. When you fight you give like a pillow but you still
absorb some of the impact. Better than a wall, that absorbs all of the impact.
You must learn to be like a feather. If you punch at a feather, the wind
created by the punch moves the feather away, and there is no impact of
consequence,” Wei said at our first meeting. We fought, day after day, waiting
for the Admirals to return. Fighting Wei was like trying to hurt the wind with
punches and kicks. I don’t think Terril or I landed more than a light tap on
him. For me, it was like being in a magical world. Each day the strikes from
Terril and even Wei got weaker, as I imagined myself a feather. At the end of
the week, Wei handed each of us a black knot. I thought I had died and gone to
wherever the Gods reside. I had just earned my seventh knot from Master Wei.


“Each of you
already performed at the next level; however, I could not resist a little fine
tuning. I am proud to say I promoted you.” Wei nodded and walked off. Terril
and I stood frozen in shock. And thus, the fun ended.


* * * *


“Room. Attention,” a lieutenant commander shouted and the
room with over one hundred present snapped rigid, as Admiral Plimson, Vice
Admirals Youell and Zann, three Admirals I didn’t recognize, and the high-Riss,
Tranquil mountain lake in the morning sun,
entered the bay and took seats behind a long wooden table. There were gasps and
shocked looks when the high-Riss entered. Most had never seen a Riss in its
native host, the Gorillai, which massed over one hundred fifty kilos, stood two
hundred twenty centimeters, and resembled a Gorilla-like man—a terrifying sight
even at a safe distance.


On the table,
in front of each seat, was an electronic pad, carafe filled with water, and a
glass. After everyone sat, except Plimson who remained standing, armed Wasps
entered and took up positions at the perimeter of the bay. Colonel Seng,
Terril, and I sat in front of a small wooden table with Commander Hanzel, who
was assigned to represent us. Captain Wuffraat, his staff, Doctor Vivens, and
the four lieutenants were seated at two tables across from us with Commander
Weinman, who would act as prosecutor. Plimson picked up a thin silver rod-like
amplifier, which immediately turned green, indicating active.


“This is an inquiry
into the events that occurred on the Leopard involving Nadya Reese,
formally a lieutenant commander in the SAS Navy. Since the Riss have terminated
the SAS Riss Project as a direct result of those events, this committee will also
examine the cause of the program’s failure. Commander Weinman, you may
proceed,” Plimson said and sat. Weinman stood and looked towards the board
members.


“Captain
Wuffraat, commanding the SAS Leopard, charges Nadya Reese, who at the
time was a navy officer serving under his command,
with assault and disorderly conduct. Specifically, that she attacked, without
cause, Lieutenants Obrist, Mette, Betit and JG Lonzo, and the attack resulted
in serious injuries to each of the forenamed individuals. He further charges
Master Gunner Sergeant Terril with assault, in that she attacked, without
cause, Lieutenant Obrist, who had to be hospitalized as a result of that
attack. Furthermore, he charges Colonel Seng with refusing to obey a direct
order from a superior officer.” Weinman turned back towards the table. “Captain
Wuffraat, please take a seat in the witness chair.”


The Captain was
then administered the oath and sat. As he did, he grinned in my direction—an
evil gesture that made my skin crawl. It reaffirmed my decision to terminate
the project.


“Captain,”
Weinman began, “Prosecution exhibit one is a copy of the system tapes, which
you have certified as exact copies of the events on the Bridge on the days that
then Lieutenant Commander Reese had the third shift with JG Lonzo and Lieutenants
Obrist, Mette, and Betit.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Exhibit two is
a copy, from your SID, of the direct order to Colonel Seng, which you certify
as an exact copy.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Please tell
the court what you know of the incidents involving the attacks on the four
lieutenants, Lieutenant Obrist, and Colonel Seng’s refusal to obey your order.”


Wuffraat
proceeded to tell how I reported false statements against the lieutenants,
which his XO had verified as false after her review of the tapes, and that he
had seen their injuries after the fight Obrist had when Master Chief Gunnery
Sergeant Terril had assaulted him. Then he told of his confrontation with Seng.
Next, the XO testified, then the four lieutenants, and finally Doctor Vivens
testified that I was ranting and dangerously out of control when I was
delivered to the medical unit. Interestingly, Commander Hanzel never questioned
the Captain or the other witnesses. When they finished he stood.


<He enjoy this.>


<Hope he
gives us a chance to tell our side.> I was getting worried. Hanzel hadn’t
even tried to dispute what they were saying.


<Doubt
it.>


“If you’re wondering why I haven’t questioned any of the witnesses
against Nadya Reese, it’s because I was too stunned at the depth of their
perjury—”


“I protest.
What—” Wuffraat stood, knocking over his chair in the process. He stopped in
mid-sentence, when Plimson pointed at him and put his hand to his lips. I
thought I saw a slight twitch.


<Amused.>


<I’m glad he
is.>


Hazel continued
after the whispering in the audience stopped. “Our young lieutenants thought
they were very clever, replacing the incriminating tapes where they treated
then Lieutenant Commander Reese with unimaginable disrespect with tapes from a
previous rotation where they behaved.”


“We did not—”


Plimson’s mike
turned green.


“Gunny, would
you please ensure there are no more interruptions from that table,” Plimson
said, pointing to where Wuffraat and the others sat. Wei leaned over and said
something to a sergeant. Seconds later two Wasps stood behind each individual.
I wouldn’t want to be the next person to interrupt Hanzel.


“Thank you,
Gunny. The lieutenants either forgot about the Black Box that records
everything happening on the Bridge or felt they had the Captain and XO’s
support and it would never be examined.”


Panella came
halfway out of her chair with her mouth open. Before she could speak, the
corporal behind her put his hand on her shoulder and slammed her back into the
chair. Panella seemed to compress like a sponge. The corporal then stepped
back, with an ever so slight twitch of his lips. Hanzel continued with only a
small pause.


“They were
right. The tapes I’m about to show you are a copy from the Black Box and listed
as defense exhibit one. The sounds you will hear were made from outside the Lieutenant
Commander’s cabin after being confined to quarters is exhibit two. A
three-dimensional hologram sprang to life two meters in front of the board’s
table. For the next two hours, I relived the humiliating insults and beating,
and listened to the insults hurled at me from outside my cabin. The mood in the
bay had gone from shock to anger to rage. Even those who distrusted or hated
the Riss-humans were affected by the sheer evil of the actions. When they were
finished, Commander Hanzel rose again.


“I would like
to request a recess until tomorrow. Since Lieutenant Commander Reese’s
performance was part of the testimony and one of the reasons she terminated the
Riss project, I will need to question Doctor Vivens and Commanders Belercor and
Verdi. Besides, I can’t tolerate any more today. I just hope that I can get
those tapes out of my mind someday.” Hanzel sat slumped in his chair, shaking
his head. Plimson looked at his other board members, then
stood.


“I agree,
Commander Hanzel. Gunny Wei, The Captain, his staff, including Doctor Vivens,
and the four lieutenants are to be held in your custody for their own safety.
This inquiry is adjourned until tomorrow at eleven hundred hours.”


* * * *


Later that day,
Vice Admiral Zann invited the Riss-humans to meet with her in the Bateleur’s main conference room—invited
because we’d all resigned and were therefore civilians. When I arrived, Zann
was already there with the others. I had been delayed because several groups
had stopped me to talk. Mostly it was an acknowledgement, sometime stated,
other times not, that the Riss and I had been wronged.


“Welcome Nadya,
Tranquil Mountain Lake in the Morning Sun has informed me that your new
position is Leader. I think that position is right for you. In a way,
you have been the glue that has held the Riss Project together for so long. I’d
hoped that exposing my Riss, Gentle breeze on the water, and getting the
Riss classed as a sentient race would begin the process of integrating the Riss
into the SAS. Instead, the governing council insisted on a test to ensure that
Danu wasn’t an anomaly. They didn’t want to hear or believe that the Riss
didn’t want human hosts, believing instead that Danu and I were the anomaly. I
don’t blame any of you for the failure of the project. I should have expected
it. But now that it has happened, where do we go from here?” Zann seemed to be
taking all the blame for the project’s failure, when there was plenty to go
around. If she were to blame for anything, it would be for not being a seer.


“All we can do
is our best. You tried and it didn’t work out the way you hoped. So, we must
learn from our mistakes and take a different approach. We have seven
high-Riss-humans with spaceship and the SAS experience. We will leave the next
generation with the knowledge and tools to reach the stars.” I felt strongly
that we could accomplish that in the two to three hundred years we could expect
to live. That would be our commitment to our Riss-sisters. “Each day we will
take a step closer to that goal.”


<Riss always
put right Riss-human in right position.>


Amusement
vibrated through me like a tuning fork. It was a glorious feeling. I hoped
Thalia was right, because I didn’t have a clue what to do next.


<Do you know
the next step, partner?>


<No. You Leader.>


I laughed with
her. The others gave me a strange look, but it broke the tension when they
realized, through their Riss, what Thalia and I were laughing about. We spent
the rest of the afternoon reminiscing about the people we had met, the jobs we
had, and our experiences while in the navy. In a way, it was an inventory of
the skills we had to work with. I went to bed energized and ready to face all
the tomorrows to come.


* * * *


To my surprise,
Commander Hanzel began the day by calling Doctor Vivens to the witness chair.
After a young lieutenant gave Vivens the oath, Hanzel began.


“Doctor Vivens,
I have witnesses that say you were determined to put Lieutenant Commander Reese
in the Rejuv unit against her will. Is that correct?”


“Yes, I was
trying to save her life. I’m a doctor,” Vivens answered loudly and angrily.


“Even though her ID contains an SAS directive prohibiting
such treatment without her permission, which she refused. Not that it mattered. It would have
still applied if she were unconscious.”


“I was trying
to save her life!”


“After she
refused treatment, you were heard saying, I’m the doctor. You’ll do as I
say. Clearly ignoring the SAS directive. And after
you were told by another doctor that she would testify that you ignored the
order, saying, Damn her. Let that monstrosity
treat herself. And when the Captain asked for an
evaluation of her, you said she was ‘aggressive and hostile.’ It sounds like
you were prejudiced to the point that you were willing to ignore an SAS
directive although it might kill her and only stopped because you realized you
would be reported. I would say that you demonstrated a disregard for her life,
SAS directives, and provided a false evaluation of her actions.” Hanzel turned
back to the board without waiting for Vivens to answer.


“Members of the
board, I’m not going to call Commanders Verdi and Belercor to the witness chair
to answer for their evaluations. It would be rhetorical since Miss Reese has resigned;
however, considering they ignored the excellent performance she attained in the
simulator using Symath and the projectile equations, the evaluations by Commanders
Uchida and Kollar, and the justification for her two silver stars which
involved the use of Symath, I would question not only their competency but
their ability to command. After seeing those tapes, I believe Colonel Seng and
Master Gunnery Sergeant Terril’s actions were justified and consistent with the
highest traditions of the SAS military. Whereas, Captain
Wuffraat acted with a reckless disregard for the human life.”


Plimson rose
after Hanzel had returned to the table. “This board is hereby suspended pending
a review of the Leopard’s Black Box, the recordings on Gunny Terril’s
SID, and the records compiled by the Intelligence group monitoring the
Riss-humans. The review will be conducted by an independent committee appointed
by this board.” With that, Plimson and the members exited the bay.


* * * *


“Well what do
you think, Nadya?” Elissa asked after we’d assembled back in the conference
room.


<What do you
think, Thalia?>


<Careful what wish for.>


I felt her
amusement.


“We have
nothing to be ashamed of or to be held accountable for. We will be released as
soon as the board announces its finding. Thalia pointed out that although those
wanting to get rid of us have succeeded, it will not be without a
price—probably very expensive. I personally believe there will never be another
Riss-human program. They and we have learned that human prejudice would doom it
to failure, because they are too paranoid to permit Riss-humans to exist
without some easy way to recognize us—like the current tattoo. If we are to see
the stars, we must start at the beginning. We need to find a way to generate
money, then a method for the Riss to communicate with humans, tools Riss can
use and facilities to build and assemble our first working shuttles, then...” I
was making it up as I went along but it sounded logical and doable, although
the time frame would stretch over centuries. Zann laughed and was soon joined
by the rest.


“Just like humans progressed over the centuries. So simple when stated out loud, yet
human arrogance would make it impossible for them to believe that Riss could
accomplish such a feat. I’m afraid I too fell into that trap. I’ve lived among
them long enough to start thinking like them. I immediately thought the failure
of the Riss Program would doom the Riss to Saipha forever. You’re well suited
for your position, Nadya. It amazes me, although it shouldn’t, how the Riss can
sustain a civilization without a government and without a hierarchism,”
Zann said with a shake of her head. “I have to leave now. I’ve been assigned to
the committee reviewing the material, and they plan to meet within the next
hour. It should be several days before the results are announced. Relax, this
should be over soon.”


* * * *


I spent the
days with the other Riss-humans in the army area working out, dining in their
mess, and talking with people. Ironically, many of the army troops were
interested in the Riss and us. Terril made me even more popular with her tales
about our adventures on Saipha and the Riss enclave. Although I felt a sense of
relief, the tension on the Bateleur hung in the air like an approaching
storm. Late on the sixth day, the board announced the inquiry would commence at
0900 hours the next day.

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 9



 

Everyone
involved in the inquiry, some two hundred spectators, plus a detail of Red
Beret Wasps, were assembled in one of Bateleur's shuttle bays, which had
been emptied for the occasion. Promptly at 0900 hours, the board members entered
and took their places at the table. Vice Admiral Youell rose and the room
assumed a deathly silence. He looked around before speaking.


“The Riss
Project group, which was my responsibility, made several terrible mistakes,
starting with tattooing the Riss-humans. Unintentionally, we branded them as
something alien and suspicious. Furthermore, we failed to see the need to indoctrinate
the crews with whom they were to serve or to screen out those among us who are
intolerant. Lastly, we didn’t anticipate the extent of the weakness of the men
and women we’ve appointed as leaders. I’ve seen and heard things that make me
ashamed to admit I promoted some of these people.


“Fortunately, there were a few who give me hope for the future. They
recognized the Riss as gentle peace-loving people and not the monsters too many
sought to make them. But in the end, we, the citizens of the SAS, must accept
the responsibility for wrecking the Riss Project and suffer the consequences.


“And yes, there
will be consequences. I have seen the contributions the Riss have made in both
navigational mathematics and missile targeting. We will never know what other
contributions they may have provided. After our unprovoked hate and fear
reaction to the Riss, I fear for the consequences should we ever encounter
another alien race.” He sat, his eyes downcast, and
his posture reflecting his feelings of regret and disappointment. After several
minutes, Vice Admiral Zann rose.


“I owe the Riss
an apology. I hope in time, they will forgive me. I meant to get them the
recognition they deserve as an intelligent, civilized race. Not once in a
thousand years has a Riss killed another Riss nor sought revenge from those human
who considered them animals to be hunted. They wished to be our ally, with no
desire for money, fame, or power. I share Vice Admiral Youell’s concerns for
our future.” She opened her mouth to say something, then shook her head and sat
without further comment.


<This not amusing.>


< I hate it
when you’re not amused.>


After what seemed
like hours, Admiral Plimson rose.


“We have all
made mistakes. Vice Admiral Youell has taken responsibility for the failure of
the Riss Program. Vice Admiral Zann has taken responsibility for failing the
Riss. But neither of them intentionally meant to hurt anyone. They were trying
to integrate an alien race into the SAS. However, others did mean to hurt and
to sabotage the project. In the process, they disgraced their uniform and the
SAS. These actions can’t go unpunished. The injured deserve justice even though
it will change nothing. We must understand that our decisions have consequences
and that we must bear the responsibilities for those consequences.


“Lieutenants
Betit, Lonzo, Obrist, and Mette are hereby sentenced to the Cerberus for
the rest of their lives. I personally hope they live a long time.” Plimson
paused to let the whispering die down. “The following officers are dishonorably
released from military service with cause and forfeit all rights and privileges
associated with their military service: Wuffraat, Panella, Verdi, Belercor,
Vivens...”


The list of
punishments seemed to go on forever. Captains, commanders, lieutenants, and
enlisted personnel were forced to retire, reduced in rank, or had a letter of
misconduct placed in their file, effectively eliminating any chance for promotion
for years. Ironically, no army personnel were on the list. Nothing, however,
changed what had happened—everyone just had a bad experience. And although
Colonel Seng and Gunny Terril were given letters of commendation for their part
in saving my life, there were no winners, only losers.


* * * *


Before I and
the other Riss-humans could leave, Plimson approached our table.


“You are free
to leave any time you wish; however, I would ask you, as a personal favor, to
meet with me in the conference room for lunch.”


“Yes, sir. We would be honored,” I said, thinking about the
kindness he’d always shown me. Then I realized I’d made the decision for
everyone without asking them. I was about to apologize when Thalia stopped me.


<You Leader. Speak for all.>


<That’s not
right.>


<Sergeant speak for platoon. Colonel for battalion.
Captain for ship. You for Riss.>


It felt like
she’d just proved a theorem. Well, maybe she did. One’s position in the Riss
was one’s position. You served where the Riss thought you would not only be of
the most benefit to the Riss but also the most comfortable.


When we entered
the room with Plimson, Youell and Zann were already seated at the table. The
three admirals sat on one side of the table and me and
the others selected chairs on the other side, facing them. The talk during
lunch was mostly small talk about the planets we came from and our early
experiences. It was a relaxing time with the admirals sharing their early
backgrounds and experiences. Plimson and Youell had come from wealthy families
and had attended Prometheus and Hephaestus; Zann has started as
enlisted and never attended either school.


<Food better than mess hall.>


<Bill coming.>


Right after I finished the thought, Vice Admiral Youell cleared his
throat. Silence descended upon the room like on a misty moor.


“There is
nothing I can say that will undo what has been done, and there is no reason
that any of you should ever consider another Riss-human project. I’m pleased
that each of you has decided to keep your partnership with the Riss. In a way,
that has been a success. Vice Admiral Zann has made it clear that the Riss were
never seeking human hosts and that the Riss Project was only a means to
demonstrate the value of a Riss alliance.


“And although the project has been terminated, it has proved a success
as far as the three of us are concerned. From what I’ve been told, the Riss
have developed a new mathematical system that significantly improves our navigation
and tactical capability. They were instrumental in helping track and defeat
raiders, and we have a better idea of the potential alliance with the Riss in
the future. All hard-earned successes.”


When Youell
stopped, Plimson seemed to come out of a trance.


“Vice Admiral
Youell is correct. There have been significant successes thanks to your
endurance and determination to help the Riss reach their goal. Admirals aren’t suppose to beg; however, I’m willing to beg if we can find
some way to continue to build on these successes.” He looked around the room. I
could see my friends shaking their heads in the negative. They’d endured too
much already and had been driven to their limits. If I hadn’t terminated the
Riss Project, each of them would have been broken in spirit and quit within the
year. I’d terminated the project because Riss-humans couldn’t survive under the
handicap the SAS had saddled us with, however…


<That would
be fun.>


Thalia’s laugh
echoed through me as Zann’s laughter shattered the quiet.


“What is so
funny, Zann? I’m serious,” Plimson said while glaring at her.


“Oh yes,
Admiral. Thalia and Reese have taken you at your word, and you are about to
find out just how serious you are.” Zann laughed again.


“Yes, I’m
serious. Reese would you explain your proposal, since Zann is
too damned amused to talk?”


“Yes, sir. Admiral Youell is correct that there have been
several successes that have proved the Riss would be a valuable ally. They’ve
introduced a mathematical system, Symath, and that increased our missile
effectiveness and will in time redefine navigational mathematics. Both these
contributions have been proved effective in battle and twice enabled us to
defeat an enemy of superior strength. Equally important, they have helped find
and engage the raiders. In the past the SAS’s few contacts with them has been
by accident. And they have proved their loyalty to the SAS.” I paused. Zann had
stopped laughing but her body was shaking with amusement. My fellow Riss-humans
were now staring at me.


<Ready. Aim. Fire.>


<Nothing to lose.>


“I have
developed a feel for the way the raiders think and understand what we are
looking for. They’re not just a group of raiders to be found and destroyed.
They are a nation of clans, who have the knowledge, capability, and facilities
to build cruisers closely comparable to the SAS cruisers. That can be deduced
from the fact they’ve begun operating in packs. It can also mean they’re
testing the SAS. If I’m correct, the raiders are in a race with the SAS and
could approach parity in the foreseeable future. Part of the problem of finding
the raiders is that you are being hindered by spies, who are part of your crews
on many of the SAS cruisers. There is at least one on the Leopard.” I
stopped, waiting for their reaction.


“You say they
are clans with their own planet and production capacity?” Plimson said,
somewhat in disbelief. “And, these clans have spies serving in the SAS?”


“Yes, several
attempts on my life and deliberate ‘accidents’ prove the SAS has spies on its
spaceships. The fact that the raiders can replace the cruisers we have
destroyed and have merchant ships spying for them, proves
that they have an extensive production capacity. And my experience
with the captives on Saipha lead me to believe their refusal to cooperative,
even to save their lives, speaks to clan loyalty.”


“So to
eliminate the threat, we need to find their home planet or planets. And you are
suggesting what?” Plimson asked, while leaning forward.


“Dedicate a Hunter class cruiser to the Riss, and we will help you find
and destroy the raiders.” I got no immediate response. After a minute, Youell
began chuckling. Now Zann had gone serious. Plimson and my Riss-human friends
just stared at me.


“A cruiser
dedicated to the Riss. What does that mean?” Plimson asked with a frown. But he
continued before I could answer. “Never mind. Let us
adjourn for today. After this morning, I’m not my best. We’ll meet back here
tomorrow at 0900 hours.”


<Good sign. Not say no.>


<He didn’t
say yes either.>

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 10



 

My Riss-human
friends had lot of questions after the admirals left. I did my best to outline
my still-developing plan. We stayed up half the night talking. The next morning
after breakfast, we returned to the conference room. The three admirals were
already there, having their own conference. After we had taken our seats,
Plimson looked up with a slight smile.


“Al lright,
Reese, what did you mean when you said to dedicate a Hunter to the Riss?”


“The prejudice
we each encountered over the past few years was so intense and prevalent
because we were isolated; therefore, those who feared or hated the Riss-human
concept had an easy target they could focus on. And we had no support system to
help protect us. A ship that had a large number of Riss and Riss-humans aboard
would negate many of those problems. We would quickly be seen as crew. And, it
would have the advantage of integrating the Riss into the SAS at an accelerated
rate. If you really want to determine what kind of an ally the Riss will make,
here is your chance,” I said, while studying the three Admirals. Ironically,
Zann would follow any decision I made—I spoke for the Riss and, therefore,
Zann. I thought Youell would like the Riss Project to continue. The project had
produced some interesting benefits and had the potential for more. Plimson on
the other hand was responsible for the decision and the consequences—not Zann
or Youell. He had to consider the overall good of the navy: its effectiveness,
morale, safety of its warships, and potential benefits and disadvantages.


“And why do you
think you can find the raiders?” Plimson asked. He looked interested or maybe
just amused as he picked up his cup of kaffa and leaned back in his chair, his
eyes focused on me.


“Admiral,”
Youell said before I could answer, “as the Riss
Project manager, I’ve talked with Commander Wang, Captain Gebauer, Captain
Jordanno, and others after each assignment. They all agree Reese was
instrumental in identifying the clues which led to the engagements with the
raiders at Tamerland and Lords Landing. Wang acknowledges Reese’s discovery
that the merchant ship Compton as the raider’s source of target
information constituted a major breakthrough. I know we can’t guarantee she
will find the raiders, but I believe she seems be our best hope.”


“I agree with
Youell. Furthermore, I think Reese on some level seems to understand the
raiders, which has helped her to anticipate their moves. And if she’s right
about them being clans and testing our strength, the situation is more urgent
than just catching or destroying a few raiders,” Zann added. Plimson hadn’t
taken his gaze off me the whole time.


“All right—”
Plimson immediately held up his hand. “I will agree to put together a committee
to hash out a preliminary proposal on how this could be accomplished. Based on
that proposal, I’ll make a decision.


* * * *


“Nadya, what do
you think Plimson will do?” Petar asked, during breakfast six days later. The
committee, of which I was a part, had completed the proposal two days ago and
presented it to Plimson yesterday. He’d said he’d take it under advisement.


“I don’t know,
but I suspect he’ll make a decision soon. There are six cruisers orbiting
Saipha for this conference. Every day they remain here there are jobs going
undone. Plimson has got to be getting pressure from Eden and others to release
them back to duty. If he agrees to the proposal, there will be further delays.
That could be the deciding factor, or it could be the uproar it will cause if
he agrees to it, or...” There were many factors for Plimson to consider and
they weren’t all military.


“In other
words, the merits of the proposal may not matter,” Jaelle said.


“In other
words, I wouldn’t want to be in Admiral Plimson’s shoes.”


<You are. Leader.>


An evil laugh,
if I ever felt one.


<Thanks for
the reminder.>


* * * *


I sat in the Bateleur’s
conference room with Plimson, Zann, Youell, the Captains and army commanders of
the six ships orbiting Saipha, and two lieutenants, who I suspected were there
to take notes and run errands. I was the only one in civilian clothes. Although
the room hosted eighteen people, the silence was deafening. Plimson tapped on
the table for attention, although it was unnecessary—he already had everyone’s
undivided attention.


“By now, you
have all heard about or participated in creating the Riss Proposal. I found it
well thought out. Like all proposals, it requires a decision—one of those
decisions that we all hope we never have to make. If it’s successful, I’m a
genius. If it fails, I’m an idiot, or words to that effect. But whether you are
a Captain or an Admiral, when the decision drops on your desk, you must admit
it’s your responsibility alone no matter how you choose to reach the final
decision. You can’t blame others even if you asked them for their advice or you
asked your staff to vote on the issue.” Plimson paused. I knew it had been the
toughest decision of his life. “I’ve decided to implement the Proposal.”


Chaos ensued,
as everyone began talking at once. Plimson made no attempt to stop it, choosing
to wait. It took several minutes for the room to return to quiet.


“Lieutenant
Garret is passing around a document containing the implementation plan for you
to study. Before we adjourn, I’ve asked him to give you an overview.” As
Plimson finished, the lights dimmed, and monitors stationed around the room
came to life. Garret then made his way to stand by the monitor at the head of
the table.


“We’ve prepared
a form that will be given to each individual on your ships. It explains that we
are seeking volunteers to man two Hunters. The crew will consist of humans, high-Riss
in their native Gorillai form, and Riss-humans. These ships will be tasked to
hunt and destroy raiders.


“A mandatory
orientation will be conducted over the next several days and personnel
interested in volunteering will be interviewed. From them two crews will be
selected. Obviously, the volunteers will create holes in their ship’s roster
and personnel will have to be shuffled to ensure each cruiser is adequately
manned. As soon as that process is complete, all but the Hunters will be
released back to duty.


“Forty Riss
will be assigned to each Hunter. Those two ships will then proceed to
Tamerland. There the R&D department has agreed to create translator devices
for the Riss. Although the Riss are capable of quickly learning our language,
they cannot produce the appropriate sounds.


“When the
devices are considered operational, the Hunters will proceed with their mission
to seek out and destroy raiders wherever they exist. Any
questions?” Garret asked when the lights came back on. There were lots
of questions but few answers. The overall process had been defined, but the
nitty-gritty details would have to be worked out as the process proceeded.


* * * *


The selection
process began two days later, with a series of mandatory orientation sessions
for the two thousand eight hundred navy and five hundred army personnel on
station. There were four orientation sessions a day, and each session lasted
one day. Elissa, Petar, Jaelle, and Alena each conducted a session. With
slightly over two hundred per session, it took a total of three days. The
orientation provided an introduction to the Riss and Riss-humans and ended with
the same message:


“The purpose of
this class was to give you the information necessary to make an informed
decision. The Riss will be an integral part of the Hunter’s crew. We anticipate
ten percent will be Riss or Riss-humans. Those who think they are interested in
volunteering will be put on a list. The list will not be final, and you’ll have
at least one more opportunity to opt out. This is a volunteer assignment—unlike
the usual volunteering we’re all used to.” That always produced general
laughter. “Those who aren’t interested will return to their current ship or may
receive an assignments on another ship to fill
essential positions.”


While the
orientation sessions were being conducted, I flew to the Riss conclave in an
army combat shuttle accompanied by Terril and several members of her Si’jin
class. They had chosen to volunteer without the orientation classes, since they
had significant exposure to me. At the conclave, eighty Riss were chosen to
participate in the project. The selection was relatively easy. Although
everyone was willing, those chosen had Riss positions and interests that most
closely aligned with functions that would be needed on a spaceship. It took
only a few days, and we managed to return just as the first round
of orientations were concluding. Those sessions eliminated over fifty
percent of the navy personnel but less than twenty-five percent of the army.
Terril said most commandos wanted to be on a Hunter, because they were specifically
tasked to hunt raiders and presented more of an opportunity for action. She
also said I was becoming the army’s totem after the actions on Saipha,
Tamerland, and Lords Landing.


Prior to starting the next round of lectures, a newly
commissioned Hunter, designated the Snowcat, arrived. That added another four hundred
navy and one hundred army personnel to the list. Their orientations eliminated
a hundred and fifty navy and no army personnel.


The volunteers
were then exposed to live Riss, since the volunteers would be working with,
reporting to, or sharing responsibility with one. I gave those lectures and
ended by asking, “You may be asking yourself, why you would want to volunteer?
I’ll give you four reasons: it will make you one of the few to crew a Hunter
class cruiser, give you the chance to hunt raiders, put your career on a fast
track, and provide you with an opportunity to work with another intelligent
race.”


Those lectures
eliminated another twenty-five percent, leaving one thousand, two hundred and
fifty navy and three hundred and seventy-five army.
However, Hunters only required four hundred navy, and forty would be Riss, and
one hundred army, meaning we had five hundred and thirty navy and a hundred and
seventy-five army personnel too many. The last and final phase was a personal
interview with Vice Admiral Zann, Colonel Seng, and me. One by one, we questioned
each individual’s reason for wanting to volunteer. With Danu and Thalia evaluating
the individual’s emotional reaction to the questions, we discovered a large
number who were not suited. They either hated or were afraid of the Riss but
wanted to be assigned to a Hunter, or they didn’t want to work under a Riss but
thought they would be the exception and in charge. They were eliminated. The
basis for selecting the remaining volunteers came down to their job specialty
and experience. Where two or more qualified, the selection became somewhat arbitrary
and based more on their answers to the questions. We selected fifty additional
navy and twenty additional army personnel, anticipating the shakedown cruise
would identify individuals who weren’t a good fit. With the selection process
over, the remaining personnel were shuffled around to ensure each cruiser was
adequately manned and subsequently all but the Hunters were released to resume
their normal duties.


* * * *


“Reese, do you
believe we’ve eliminated the clan's spies?” Zann asked after all of the
assignments had been finalized. She and I believed there were raider spies
acting as crew on one or more of the six cruisers. She had hoped our interviews
would eliminate any who might have applied. I knew there was no way we could
have.


“No,
emotionally he or she would want to join, but not for the reasons we assumed.
They would have prepared answers designed to impress us, probably close enough
to the truth to make it difficult for Thalia or Danu to detect emotions that
would signal they were lying.”


“Unfortunately,
I agree.”


* * * *


A week later,
the Snowcat and the Leopard departed for Tamerland for the
development of a translation device for the Riss. If Tamerland’s R&D
couldn’t produce a translation device, it would jeopardize the entire project.
We’d selected Tamerland because they’d produced several such devices for
merchants who roamed the outer reaches of the SAS and those who traveled
between the SAS, JPU, and UFN empires. However, those devices involved spoken
languages, whereas the Riss device would have to convert picture thoughts into
words. The Riss could easily learn to understand human speech but couldn’t
communicate with humans without the vocal support of a translator—human or
mechanical.


* * * *


The flight to
Tamerland took a week and provided an opportunity for the human crew to get
used to having the Riss as crewmembers. It also provided an opportunity for the
Riss, with the help of the Riss-humans, to assimilate human language similar to
the way I’d taught Thalia, except it had to be spoken.


When we arrived
at Tamerland, Zann and I spent the first week explaining the problem and
discussing possible solutions. Zann suggested a hologram with keys equivalent
an old earth’s stenographer shorthand, which would then be translated into
spoken words. It could be implemented quickly, because the Riss had such
fantastic memories.


<Typing slow. Deaf not type.>


Thalia loved to read about old earth’s people and their evolution. Few
people were born deaf today but there were accidents, which couldn’t be corrected
in a Rejuv unit. For them there were implants. Back on earth, the deaf had
compensated by learning sign language. Of course, the person you wanted to
communicate with also had to understand sign language. In our situation, it
wouldn’t be feasible to teach the crew sign language, but after suggesting the
idea, the technicians were able to create a hologram area in front of the Riss
that could interpret the Riss finger movements and convert them into speech. It
took only two weeks to create the basic device and three weeks to develop a
reasonable vocabulary, which we decided would be sufficient to get started.
Riss-humans would be working with the Riss and others to teach them their new
responsibilities and that would continue to expand the device’s database. It
would grow exponentially as the individual Riss developed new words and the
ship’s computer continuously updated each unit.


Everyone
assigned to one of the Hunters received an acting, one-level promotion. During
this phase, Vice Admiral Zann was the Captain of the Leopard and Sakaata
the Captain of the Snowcat. I learned later that Zann had picked Sakaata
to Captain the Snowcat because she knew her and thought she and I would
be a good fit. She in turn had recommended Captain Zeller for Captain and
Commander Graza for XO of the Leopard for when Zann departed. I was made
XO, with acting rank of Commander. Mostly, I considered myself an arbitrator
with authority.


* * * *


I sat in the Leopard’s
conference room feeling very uncomfortable. Vice Admiral Zann had assembled all
the senior officers from the Leopard and Snowcat. Not only was I
the youngest, but I also had the least time in grade and was the only
Riss-human in the room. If I could’ve sat somewhere I wouldn’t have been
noticed, I would have. Of course, my tattoo made that impossible. The room
suddenly became quiet as if someone had given a signal, which I missed. Zann
looked at each person before speaking.


“I would’ve
liked to spend months getting ready for this mission, but the longer we delay
the more people the raiders will kill. I’ve had no report of real problems,
only a few misunderstandings; therefore, this’ll be my final briefing. I leave
tomorrow for Eden. Commander Zeller will replace me as the Captain of the Leopard
and Commander Graza will be his XO. Captain Sakaata will command the Snowcat
and is the Task Force leader. Commander Reese will be her XO.” She paused and
looked around the room and then at me. “Reese is too young, has had very little
experience as a lieutenant commander, and none as a commander. Then, why her? Because she has more battle experience than
any officer on either Hunter, and more importantly, she developed the Riss mathematics
that was responsible for our two successes against the raiders. Her two silver
stars were for using those innovations, which proved the deciding factor during
those engagements.


“On the Leopard
two Commanders refused to learn the Riss equations and theory, because they
said it would not work in a battle. Interestingly, neither Commander had any
battle experience. I want to ensure in the heat of battle that she can’t be
overruled by anyone except Captain Sakaata, who has also had battle experience.
She was promoted to XO because she is the best person for this mission at this
time and place. If anyone has any concerns or questions, put them on the table
now, so that they can be addressed.”


“Most of us are
acting commanders except for the XO on the Leopard and the Tactical
officer. Why weren’t more commanders selected?” a tall, sandy-haired man asked.


“A combination of reasons. Some were prejudiced against the
Riss. Others were too set in their ways, and many were too concerned with rank
and seniority. The focus must be on finding and killing raiders, not on rank,
or the worthiness of the Riss, or methodologies. If you are successful, you
will have done the SAS a valuable service. In that event, you can expect your
acting promotions will be made permanent, and you will be the first considered
for future high profile slots.”


“Reese has
replaced Commander Wang; why?” the Leopard XO asked. Ironically, it was
the one area where I felt somewhat competent.


“For the same reasons that other commanders weren’t selected. You and the people, who report to
you, are the best we could find. I expect you to prove that to all those who
weren’t selected.”


* * * *


“Well XO, where
do you think we should start hunting?” Sakaata asked. We were sitting in her
office having lunch. It felt strange, like a little girl being quizzed by her
mother. “I don’t expect you to have all the answers, Nadya. You’re my XO—my
eyes and ears. I may not agree with you, but I’ll never punish you for your
honest opinion. In this case, I don’t have a clue.” She laughed. Sakaata was in
her mid-forties but was obviously in good condition and looked younger. She was
a head taller than me with short curly black hair, long thin nose and jaw, and
lean figure. Although she had an easy way about her, she was a no-nonsense type
of person and didn’t smile often. However, she was smiling now. I took that as
a good sign.


“Ma’am, I don’t
believe they’re operating in this Sector any more. My guess is that they’re
operating in the Darkov and Oracle sectors. They’re alternating back and forth
to hide their scouts. They hit in the Oracle sector last. They may hit there
again, but they’ll eventually move back into Darkov, if they haven’t already.”


“I’m impressed.
I was half joking when I asked where. I thought you would want to stay in the
Tragos Sector, since that’s where they’d previously been operating.”


“I think I have
a feel for them. That may have been the reason for the two tries on my life.” I
doubted they were all personal. At least two seemed professional.


“Zann said you
suspected there was at least one raider spy on one or both ships. If so, you
think they might try again?” She frowned and rubbed her jaw.


“Maybe. Or maybe they’ll try to sabotage the ship. I would.”


“Cheery
thought. Army or navy?”


“Navy. They had access to my room. That meant access to the
system computer or to someone who did.”


“Can Intel
help?”


“They can try,
but I doubt it.” A check of personnel records seemed unlikely to discover
anything. He or she would more than likely have been a long time operative.
Monitoring the system computer traffic may, but again a long shot. “I suspect
we’ll have to wait on him to make a move, hope he screws up, and we catch him.”
I shrugged. Sakaata reached over and activated her SID.


“Commander
Palete, set us a course for the Darkov Sector.” She looked at me, as a hologram
of the Darkov sector with its hundreds of colonies sprang to life from her SID, I shrugged and pointed to Ojos. From what I’d
researched, it was a small but rich colony. “Ojos Cross.”


* * * *


<I’m too
young to be a commander.>


<You high-Riss.>


<All the
Riss here are high-Riss.>


<You high high-Riss.>


Laughter filled
me, increasing my frustration.


<And
everyone here is older than me.>


<You Leader. Riss future.>


* * * *


Thalia had
selected four of the Riss to learn the Bridge functions, and I spent four hours
each day tutoring them along with the commanders assigned to those positions.
I’d have spent more time, but they could assimilate only so much at one time.
They needed time to digest the material and practice.


I explained the
Symath we’d developed and how it applied to Navigation and the projectile
equations to Tactical. In those areas, the Riss assimilated the concept faster
than the commanders, which helped foster a growing respect for them. Every day
I toured each section to answer questions and resolve any misunderstandings.
The problems were mostly miscommunications. A number of Riss were assigned to
work with the chiefs and section heads with the understanding that they would
assume increasing responsibility over time.


“Hello,
Commander Reese.” Terril grinned. “How does it feel?”


“Terrible. I
feel like a little girl in grownup clothes. How is r-Anath doing?” To make it
easier on the humans, we’d followed the tradition set by Zann fifty years ago
and named each Riss with the name of a Goddess. I had assigned r-Anath to the
Scorpions, not because the Riss would be assigned to the army permanently, but
so the Riss would understand all facets of a ship’s operation.


“She seems to
be enjoying herself. More importantly, it’s helping to acclimate
the Scorpions to the Riss. They seem to like her. Of course, they like anything
big and strong like them.” Terril laughed. “Do you have time for a workout?
I’ve quite a class now. After my war stories, I’ve gotten lots of interest,
even a few navy because of Petar’s involvement.”


I had brought
my workout clothes, hoping for a chance to workout. For the next hour, I helped
Terril with her students. There I felt like a grownup. I had worked hard for my
rank and understood Si’jin. Thanks to Master Wei, I could even hold my own
against Terril. As we finished, Colonel Seng and r-Anath approached.


“Commander
Reese, I can see you earned another knot from Master Wei.” He pointed to my
latest black knot.


“Yes, if Gunny
Terril and I weren’t such good friends, I would have begged Admiral Zann for
him to be assigned here.” It was true. Wei was my idol. “How are you and
r-Anath getting along?”


“I didn’t know
what to expect in the beginning, but r-Anath learns with incredible speed and
has a good grasp of command. Besides, the Scorpions love her.”


*Scorpions much
fun. Many claws* r-Anath’s box translated. A flurry of pictures between her and
Thalia followed, depicting the Scorpions in action with guns and hand-to-hand
fighting.


After my
workout and talk with Colonel Seng, I left feeling good. Except for a few minor
misunderstandings, the integration appeared to be going well. I then headed
over to Intel. The guards stopped me just long enough to show they were doing
their job. I was listed as the Head of the Intel unit.


“Good
afternoon, Ma’am,” Iglis greeted me as I entered the room.


“How is my
acting Lieutenant Commander doing?”


“It’s hard
getting used to it. I was surprised when you selected me... rather than
Commander Wang,” Iglis said, her eyes downcast.


“You seemed a
better fit for this mission. I felt we needed someone who would work rather
than supervise and wouldn’t be unhappy with a Riss or me in charge. By the way
how is r-Zaria doing?”


“Like you
Commander, she has her nose in everything,” Master Chief Mundz said as he
neared with r-Zaria.


*Interesting. Not enough pictures* r-Zaria’s box translated.


“Ma’am, if
you’ll follow me into the conference room I’d like to show you our latest
Intel. We’ve had three raids now, though they might not be related.” She led me
into the conference room and showed me the colonies raided, what the raiders
took, and the number of ships reported.


“I believe they
are not only related, but they are the same raiders. I want you to look for two
merchant ships acting like the Compton. If I’m right, they are trying to
hide the fact they’re using merchant ships again.”


“How did you
reach that conclusion?” Iglis asked, frowning.


“Notice the
delay between the raids in the two sectors. Time to go from one to the other
and the number of raider ships reported feels like a small squadron.”


*Humans
devious* r-Zaria said.


“I should have
seen that or at least reported that fact,” Iglis said. She looked mad at
herself.


“You’ll learn.
That’s why I picked you. Right now, I’m in their minds. I just know how they
think. Soon you’ll know too.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 11



 

I found that
the XO didn’t do anything. I just asked when I wanted something and
someone did it. There was no more sticking my nose in things, no people to
manage, and no one to take orders from—except the Captain. I stood one watch,
checked on each department for status, resolved misunderstandings, and taught
Riss mathematics with specific application to the tactical and navigational
functions. To make matters worse, it wasn’t long before the Riss, r-Mair on Tactical with Commander Vanasse,
and r-Kojin with Commander Palete on Navigation, had grasped the concepts and were able to help tutor
their counterparts. I prepared simulations and critiqued the results but was
consulted less and less each day.


I spent some
time examining the two engagements with the raiders I had participated in. I
found it easier to be objective when no one was trying their best to kill me
and the ship wasn’t being torn apart around me. It occurred to me that a simulation
should have some fear factor introduced while it was going on. Maybe electrical
shocks that increased as the enemy closed the distance or the participant
failed to stop a sufficient number of missiles or to disable the other ship
quickly enough. I wondered whether I was being sadistic or trying to provide a
more realistic environment, which would help produce better-qualified
individuals. On the job training during an engagement was a good learning tool,
but failing the exam was very costly. Off duty with no current duties, I decided
to wander around and look for something for an idle XO to do. I found Alena in
the Environmental section.


“How are things
going, Lieutenant Commander Alena?” I asked. Alena had blossomed since her
promotion and assignment to the Snowcat. Like me, Eva was a small woman.
Her mousy colored hair, small nose, and plain features made her an easy target
for anyone with a bad attitude. Her new rank and Riss-sensitive crew
transformed her into a new person.


“Excellent, XO.” Her smile was genuine and refreshing. I’d worried my
new rank and position would strain my relations with the other Riss-humans.


<They Riss. Accept your position as Leader.>


Thalia was
right, it hadn’t. Alena was happy to be a Riss-human with a friend to provide
her support, if necessary. “I’ve never regretted becoming a Riss-human, but the
hatred and abuse made me afraid to leave my quarters. After you suggested an
inquiry, life improved but was never good. Life on the Snowcat is
wonderful. I can’t wait to get up in the morning. Most days I start work early
and quit late. I’ve taken your advice and poke my nose everywhere. I’ve learned
a lot and the morale is good. The Riss are adapting quickly and there’s been
little friction. And the little that has occurred I’ve had no trouble resolving.”


“I’m glad to
hear that. Your experience to date has been confined to the Environmental
section. Now that you have it running smoothly, I plan to rotate you through
the other departments like Captain Gebauer did with me. He did it to prove the
Riss and Riss-humans were unfit for service. In your case, it’ll help you gain
the experience you’ll need for your new rank.”


Ironically, I
owed Gebauer for trying to break me. The experience had been invaluable, and I
had the opportunity to work with outstanding people, like Uchida and Kollar.
That had led to the equations for projectiles and recognition of Symath.


Eva stared at
me in disbelief. “You believe I’m going to keep my acting rank?”


“Yes, Eva, I
not only believe you’ll keep your rank, but that you’ll deserve it based on
performance and experience. I’ll tell Commander MacAll, in Shuttle Maintenance,
to expect you tomorrow.” I left Alena bubbling with excitement. I knew she’d do
well. All she’d ever needed was someone to believe in her and provide support.
On a whim, I decided to visit the Attack Fighter Group, and get a look at their
Sharks, which were the SAS’s newest fighters. The Snowcat and Leopard
had the latest versions of the single-seat fighter, which supported larger
engines, the latest fifty-centimeter lasers, and additional missiles—and
crazier jocks.


“Good morning,
Commander Reese,” a good-looking pilot said as he approached. It took me a
minute to recognize Lieutenant McInnis, now a Lieutenant Commander. The younger
McInnis had epitomized fighter pilots—boisterous and arrogant. Although it had
been several years, he looked much the same: a tall, lean, muscular-looking man
who’d terrorized the shuttle maintenance crews, except his dark-brown hair was
longer, eyes tired-looking. He seemed to have lost that cocky self-confidence I
remembered. Although he’d tried to get me court marshaled after I had KOed him
in a boxing match, I held no grudge. After all, it was he who’d lost face in
front of his friends and was subsequently fined for bringing unfounded charges
against me. I didn’t consider him a friend, but as the Snowcat’s XO, I
felt an increased responsibility to maintain morale and to go the extra
kilometer.


“Good morning,
Commander McInnis. It doesn’t surprise me to find you flying the new Sharks.
You were one of the best Striker pilots, if the craziest.”


“I owe you an
apology. You wounded my ego and I acted childishly. I’m still that cocky pilot
I used to be, but hopefully I think before I act nowadays.” He put out his hand
and I shook it.


<Not sincere. Hates you.>


<He’s a good
actor.>


“Accepted. I came looking for Commander Fabert. Do you happen to
know where I can find him?”


“The last time
I saw him, he was in his office.” He smiled. “It’s on level 2 right next to
Shark bay 2-20, I assume you know where that’s
located.”


“Yes. Thanks.
It has been nice seeing you again. I hope you’re not tearing the struts off the
new Sharks,” I said, as I turned to walk away. He smiled.


“No, they’re
extremely tough. I think they incorporated the changes you and Chief Nesstor
made on the Strikers.”


<Beware. He
hates you.>


<I wonder if
he hates me enough to do something stupid?>


When I found
Commander Fabert’s office, his door was open. Before I could knock, he looked
up and saw me. He stood and waved me towards a chair. Where McInnis epitomized
the image of a fighter jock, Fabert was atypical. He wasn’t much taller than
me, had a round pudgy face, and stocky build. His neatly trimmed beard and
mustache with short brown hair gave him a steady, dependable appearance. And
his penetrating blue eyes spoke to a sharp mind.


“Come in, XO. Would you like some kaffa?” Fabert asked. I nodded. As if
he had been waiting, a Petty Officer entered with two mugs. “I still find it
difficult to reconcile your looks and your position. No disrespect, Commander
Reese—”


I held up my
hand before he could say anything else.


“I know. I’m
young, petite, and don’t have that command look that comes with experience.
Believe me, Commander, I feel too young for my position and know I don’t have
adequate experience, so I have the same difficulty as everyone else.” I shrugged.
I am what I am and there was no sense pretending otherwise.


“As Vice
Admiral Zann said, you may not have a lot of time in service, but you’ve battle
experience and the awards to prove you deserve the position. Only a few grizzly
chiefs have as many metals and awards as you. Many great generals and admirals
throughout history have been young and inexperienced. It’s
results not age that count.” He paused, then smiled.
“For what do I owe this visit?”


“I trying to
learn my new job and can use all the help I can get.” He stared at me for a
moment before gesturing for me to follow him. He spent the next two hours
showing me around his domain, explaining Shark training, operations, and attack
formations. I liked Fabert. He was interested in killing raiders and content
doing what he did. Judging by the pilots we encountered, they liked and respected
him.


* * * *


On my way to
see Commander MacAll on level one, I saw someone come out of Shuttle bay 2-20.
When he saw me, he turned around began walking fast down the corridor in the
opposite direction. The way he appeared to change direction
when he saw me coming seemed strange. He was dressed in a navy work
uniform, but the angle and distance precluded me from making any kind of identification.
When I reached the door the man had exited, I stepped inside. Except for two
shuttles, the bay was empty. One reserved for the Captain and senior commanders
for trips planet-side or to other ships. The other used for general traffic to
and from planet-side.


<That didn’t
look right.>


<Not hurt
poke around.>


A feeling of amusement. Thalia loved to poke around as much
if not more than me. Like me, she wanted to touch the actual thing and
physically see how it worked. I understood shuttles from my assignment in
shuttle maintenance, so I walked around the shuttle giving it a thorough
inspection but didn’t notice any obvious tampering.


<If I were
going to cause a shuttle to crash, what would I do that wouldn’t be noticed on
a brief inspection?>


<Control panel. Altimeter.
Speed indicator. Maybe other instruments>


A feeling of strong interest. I entered the cabin and inspected
the control panel. It looked untouched and in order, but I couldn’t shake the
feeling that something wasn’t right and decided it was better to appear stupid than be stupid. I clicked
on my SID.


“Commander
MacAll, this is the XO. Would you please come down to Shuttle bay 2-20. Bring
r-Siwa and a couple of your best mechanics.” I didn’t explain why. No one
should be able to tap into my SID, but after the incident on the Leopard,
I chose caution. Besides, I didn’t want MacAll to mention why I wanted him here
to anyone, until my curiosity had been satisfied. He entered the bay slightly
out of breath, as if he’d been running.


“Is there a
problem, Commander?” MacAll asked. He was a short, lean man with brisk
movements and a voice that tended to be high-pitched when he got excited, like
now.


“I don’t know.
I saw someone leaving this bay. He was acting strangely. I’m not supposed to
poke around any more, so I thought I’d let your people do it. If nothing else,
it would be good experience for r-Siwa. And, I wanted to make sure you knew
what I was doing.” After MacAll nodded, I asked the mechanics to remove the
control panel and to check the equipment. A half hour later, the senior
mechanic, a Petty Officer first class Varlas, looked up. He was frowning.


“Commander,
there’s some kind of mechanism attached to the control panel, with leads
running to several indicators—the altimeter, power controls, closing speed
radar, and speed indicator for a start,” he said. “I’m not sure what it does,
but it’s sure not supposed to be there.”


“Commander
MacAll, I leave you and your men to figure it out. Please let me know when you
do. I’d rather you didn’t mention this to anyone.” I chuckled to myself.


<Senior
Officer terminology: rather you didn’t, meaning
ordered not to.>


<High-Riss terminology.>


Laughing
tingled through me.


Three hours
later MacAll called me.


“Ma’am. Someone installed a clever device, which at around
ten kilometers above the surface of a planet would shut everything down. The
shuttle would then be in free fall with no control. Do you want me to inspect
all the shuttles?”


“For now, do
nothing unless a shuttle is needed, then check that one. I don’t want this
discussed with anyone. Oh, I almost forgot in all the excitement. I’m assigning
Lieutenant Commander Alena to your section. I’d appreciate you helping her to
understand the responsibilities of your department. She won’t be there
permanently. I plan to rotate her through all the departments. You may talk to
her about our recent incident.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 12



 

When Sakaata
answered my knock, I entered her office, braced to attention, and prepared to
salute.


“Nadya, you
don’t have to salute me except on formal occasions. Relax. What do you have?”


She waved me to
a chair. This XO business was going to take some getting used to. No more
saluting the God of the ship, people bracing to attention when they see me, and
my own office.


“Ma’am...
Skipper,” I said after a moment’s hesitation. I never heard anyone call Gebauer
Skipper, but Jordanno’s XO used the term frequently. While less formal,
it sounded like a form of respect. Sakaata smiled. “Someone sabotaged the shuttle
reserved for you and senior members of your staff.”


“Like you.”


“I don’t think
this was personal. I’ve had several attempts on my life over the years. The
personal ones wanted me to know who was trying to kill me. The others just
wanted me dead. It was nothing personal. This feels like it could be clan
business.”


“You think it
was an attempt to kill senior officers?”


“Yes. If they
could kill you or several senior members of your staff, it would degrade the
capability of the Snowcat.” The more I thought about it, the more I was
certain that the raiders had one or more clan members on every SAS ship. They
had been planning for many years. That was why the raiders we caught on Saipha
wouldn’t talk—they were clan. “I think we have one or more raiders on the
ship.”


“Raiders? A scary thought.” She had
her fingers under her chin, and her eyes looking down in obvious thought. Then
she looked back up. “Well, Intel Chief, what are you going to do about it?”


For a minute I
thought she must have been talking to someone else, until I realized she was
looking at me. My mouth dropped open.


<She
amused.>


<I’m
not.>


“Nadya, all I
ask is your best. I don’t expect miracles, but I won’t mind if you can pull one
off.”


I left her
office in turmoil. We had clan on the ship. He or she wanted to destroy our
ability to wage an effective war on his clan and was willing to kill the
Skipper or anyone else he considered a threat,


<You.>


<And
you.>


<Fun. We find him.>


A tingle of amusement. I headed for the Intel unit. The
guard’s verification was formal but perfunctory. I’m the Chief of Intel, I reminded myself. Iglis met me at the
door. She seemed to know by magic when I was coming. I wondered if the security
personnel at the checkpoint somehow alerted her. If they did, it was clever.


“I’d like you
and Chief Mundz to join me in our office.” I’d suggested Iglis share my office
with me, since I didn’t need it on a full-time basis. Chief Mundz managed to
find kaffa from some place and we settled down.


“We have at
least one saboteur on the Snowcat. I think he or she is a clan member
and trying to impede our ability to engage the raiders with maximum effectiveness.
Today he sabotaged the Captain’s shuttle.”


“How did we
catch it?” Mundz asked.


“By luck, Master Chief. The problem is that we can’t expect
to be lucky all the time. I want you to check everyone’s personnel file, including
the Captain’s staff. We’ll assume it’s not the Captain.” I smiled. “I don’t
think you’re going to find anything, but we need to check anyway,
and...check the officers assigned to the bridge to see
who served on the Tiger and the Snowcat, and in what positions.”
I realized that the person who initiated the gas attack on the Tiger not
only had to have extensive system expertise but also had to be assigned to the
Bridge. That was the only way he could have had the system access to unlock my
quarters. The four lieutenants had done much the same thing—manipulated the
system. They had no authority, but they had access.


“Yes, Ma’am. That shouldn’t be too hard. The personnel records
will tell us what we want to know.” Iglis stopped to check her SID. “We haven’t
made a lot of progress monitoring the merchant ships that stopped at the two
colonies that were raided in the Darkov Sector and the one in Oracle. We eliminated
one of the four in Darkov and but still have five in Oracle to be resolved. Unfortunately,
it’s going to take more attacks to narrow the list,” Iglis said, clearly
frustrated with the lack of progress. I left wondering what more we could do. I
decided we were doing everything we could and went back to my cabin for a few
more hours of sleep. It had been a long troubling day. It was bad enough when
people were only trying to kill me.


* * * *


I woke rested
and decided I needed a workout. I’d found it not only relaxed me but also
cleared my mind. When I arrived, Terril was teaching a Si’jin class.


“Good morning,
Master Terril.” Seeing Terril always made me feel like I’d
come home. The army had always been a place of refuge and Terril had
become my friend and guardian angel. I owed her much.


“Good morning,
Master Reese. If you have nothing to do, I have several students who could
benefit from your gentle touch,” She smiled, nodding towards a group of three
who were being instructed by Staff Sergeant Simon, one of her five-knot
students. Petar was among them.


“Simon I’ll
take them for a while. You’re welcome to stay,” I said, surveying the group,
three four-knots, one a woman, and Simon, who’d elected to stay. I grinned,
thinking back to my first year in Si’jin and my antagonist who did everything
he could to drive me out of the class. I remember one specific technique he
taught me that was designed to punish, since I didn’t have the experience to
counter it. One day I found a counter move and taught him that two could play
the game.


“Simon, come
here and prepare for an attack,” I said and moved the second he stepped
forward. A fifth knot, he was prepared for the attack but not this particular
one. My attack ended in an elbow to his head, which spun him around and to the
ground. Everyone stood there in shock.


“Simon, back
here.” I pointed to the spot in front of me. Simon rose quickly but approached
with caution. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Terril grinning.


“As with all
attacks there are counter-attacks. Those come with experience and the guidance
of good teachers like Master Terril. This particular counter that I’m going to
share with you, is one of my favorites.”


I spent the
next hour working on the attack and the counter attack. When I finished, Terril
came walking over.


“I’ve seen that
attack before but never that particular counter-attack. I like it. I assume
your antagonist liked it as well.”


“Not as much as
I did. He helped me learn how to counter quite a few nasty attacks.” We both
smiled. In my opinion, counter-attacks were more important then attacks. If you
couldn’t recover from an attack, you lost.


I showered,
dressed, and headed for the mess hall. When I arrived, I found Petar having
breakfast.


“Mind if I join
you?”


“No,
Commander,” he said, sitting up a bit straighter.


“Relax, Petar.”
I smiled. “How’s your assignment to the Weapon’s section?”


“Fantastic. On
my other assignments, everyone around me was hostile and my every move was
watched and criticized. Not to mention, the assignments were the kind any petty
officer first class could have done. Here I feel like a bird let out of a cage.
The promotion’s great, but it’s the atmosphere that makes me look forward to
work. Alena and I meet frequently, when we’re off duty. Alena encouraged me to
poke my nose into everything—like our Leader.” He grinned. “The benefits
have been amazing: better morale because the crews see we’re interested,
satisfaction that comes from seeing how things work,
and confidence from knowing I could help do the work in an emergency. Not to
mention, I’m a better officer today than I was yesterday.”


“I understand
how you feel. You and the others are doing an excellent job. I told Alena I was
going to rotate her so that she gains the experience she’ll need to advance. I
plan the same for you and the others on the Leopard.”


“You think
we’re going to keep our promotions?”


“Yes, and
continue to advance. You need only experience and that requires time and
opportunity. I plan to give you the opportunity.”


<I should
talk. I have little experience as a lieutenant commander and none as a
commander.>


<High-Riss
fast learners.>


* * * *


“Ma’am, I’m
sorry to wake you. I have that list of officers with access to the Bridge on
the Tiger. I thought you may want it right away.” From Iglis’s smile, I
knew she was pleased with her find; however, by the way she was fidgeting
something had her nervous—probably her having woken me.


“Iglis, wake me anytime you think it’s important. I’ll only be mad at
you if you have something important, and you don’t interrupt me. That means no matter what hour or who I’m
with,” I said. A small smile lit her face and the tension in her shoulders
eased as she explained.


“There were
three officers on the Tiger who are currently assigned to the Snowcat,
Lieutenalarger with wct Bacchi, 3rd shift Navigation, Lieutenant Rozell, 3rd
shift Communications, and Lieutenant Commander Ungar, 3rd shift Tactical. They
are all 2nd shift on the Snowcat and performing in the same slots.”


“Thank you,
Iglis. You did well.”


It was too
early for the first shift, so I went to the Scorpion’s area to work out. When I
entered, the room was mostly empty except for a few individuals practicing with
stun bullets. They were harmless but caused a one-second three million volts
shock when they impacted you. It made me think of my simulator idea. I’d just
finished warming up when r-Anath came in, sat down and signed.


*Good morning*
the translation box said. Of course, she could have just sent the greeting via
Streaming Vid—SV—but probably felt she needed the practice.


<She
fascinated with Si’jin.>


<Have her
watch. You can show her what the movements represent.>


For the next
hour, I practiced slowly, concentrating on each moment, striving for
perfection, while Thalia and r-Anath exchanged SV. Although I was itching for
first shift to start, I took my time getting cleaned up and had a leisurely
breakfast. While I waited, I couldn’t help but wonder how invincible a Riss who
knew Si’jin would be in any unarmed fight. I also made a note to consider what
kind of self-defense training they should receive—if any. Although the Riss
weren’t killers, they’d entered into a killing profession. Against an unarmed
opponent, they would win, but it was unlikely their opponent would be unarmed.
They needed to be able to protect themselves, crew, and the Snowcat, if
the occasion arose. Another thing I needed to discuss with the Captain.


<Riss must
adapt to live among stars.>


I felt a tinge
of regret from Thalia. They’d wished to see the stars. I hoped the cost would
be worth it.

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 13



 

I lingered at
breakfast as long as I could, then made my way to the
Bridge. It took all my effort not to run.


“XO on the
Bridge,” Vanasse announced. He was the senior officer on the first shift and my
replacement if someone managed to kill me. Cheery thought.


“I’ve got the
watch, Commander Vanasse.” I walked over to the Comm console and leaned over
Kagle’s shoulder. He had his mind on something and jumped.


“Yes, XO?”


“I want you to
review every message into and out of the Snowcat since we left Saipha. Every message.”


“What am I
looking for?”


“You’ll know it
when you see it.”


<Better to
look foolish than be a fool.>


My nemesis,
Gebauer had said the same thing when I’d suggested we detour to Tamerland in
anticipation of a raider attack on the planet. He was many things but not a
fool.


<High-Riss
never fool.>


A satisfying feeling of amusement.


A half hour
later, Kagle jumped up waving his message tablet.


“You were right, I’d know it when I saw it. You’re a witch, XO. How
did you know?”


“Let’s hope I’m
a good witch. What did it say?”


“Two Hunters
heading for Ojos, addressed to Jelena Couret on Cloud Pass.” Kagle grinned. “Not very nice sharing our secrets.”


I opened my
SID. “Commander Rozell, I’m sorry to bother you. I know you haven’t been off
shift long, but Commander Kagle is currently at the medics. Hopefully he won’t
be out too long, but I have some priority messages that need to go out
immediately. Please report to the Bridge as soon as you can. Thank you.” I
switched channels. “Master Gunnery Sergeant Terril this is the XO. Please get a
security team ready to report to the Bridge. Wait in the hallway to the Intel
unit, until I signal.”


“Is it going to
be fun?” Terril asked.


“I hope it’s
boring, but you never can tell.” I clicked off. Terril tended to be like
Thalia.


<Good
lady.>


<Crazy lady.>


“Kagle, why
don’t you wait in the conference room so we don’t ruin Commander Rozell’s
surprise party.”


Ten minutes
later, Rozell arrived. I used my SID to send a ready to Terril. A minute
later she arrived with four Scorpions.


“Gunny, place
Lieutenant Commander Rozell under arrest. He’s to speak to no one. Commander
Kagle will open his quarter's door for you. You will seize his SID and any possessions
in the room.”


“Yes, Ma’m.” Terril saluted, then pointed
at Rozell. Her escort moved in and seized him.


“I didn’t do
anything,” Rozell said as the guards steered him towards the door.


“Then I’ll owe
you an apology.”


They had barely
left when Sakaata walked in. “Captain on the Bridge,” I announced.


“Well, XO. I
see you’ve had a party and didn’t invite me. I thought we were friends.” Her
lip twitched, although she tried to stop it. “Now we’re short a communications
officer. Why don’t you and Kagle join me in my office.”
She walked to her office with Kagle and me following like baby chicks. “All right,
XO, why have you arrested Rozell? I kind of like him.”


“I asked
Commander Kagle to review all messages going to and from the Snowcat since we left Saipha.” I stopped for
Kagle to hand Sakaata the message tablet.


“That is
interesting. Nicely done. Do you think we’ve got the
one who tried to sabotage the shuttle?”


“No, Skipper, I
could be wrong, but I don’t think so. A review of Rozell’s records doesn’t
indicate the kind of background it would take to rig a device of the kind we
found on the shuttle. Besides, he was on shift when the device was planted.”


“Maybe we can
get him to give up his accomplice?” Sakaata said.


“No. He’s clan.
From my experience with them on Saipha, he won’t tell us anything no matter
what we threaten.” I’d offered the prisoners a pardon from hanging, yet they
had refused.


“I think she’s
a witch, Skipper.” Kagle pretended to hold a ball like an old fashioned
fortune-teller.


“I would
imagine the raiders think so. I’ll see what Colonel Seng can do with Rozell. We
might get lucky,” Sakaata said.


Kagle and I
returned to the Bridge.


* * * *


I was on the
Bridge with the Captain when we arrived in Ojos Cross two days later. After my
shift, I decided to stop in and see how Commander MacAll and Alena were getting
along. Sometimes officers guarded their domain jealously. If MacAll did, it could
be awkward for Alena. I wanted to avoid that kind of friction if at all
possible. Problems needed to be addressed early before they were allowed to
fester.


<Gas.>


<Not
again.> My head spun, my legs lost control, and
everything went black.


When I woke, I
was sitting in a shuttle, my hands secured to the seat with the type of plastic
bands used to cuff prisoners. McInnis stood over me, grinning.


“You’re a disgusting parasite-ridden excuse for a human. You embarrassed
me in front of my friends. They still laugh at me. It’s worse now that you’re back, and doubly humiliating now that parasite admiral
promoted you. Given time you and your friends will infect us all. Well, no
more. My only regret is that I can’t watch you die, alone in space.” He kicked
me in the side. “I’ve provided you with food and water. I want you to live a
long time, thinking of me as you travel through space—alone with no hope of
survival.”


He started the
engine, set the autopilot, clamped down his suit helmet, and picked up the
shuttle’s mike.


“This is
shuttle N101 with Commander Reese. Clear us for immediate departure.” He waited
for the controller to announce all clear, then said,
“N101, ready.” He smiled, waving some hand-held device at me before he exited
the cabin. “Have fun and think of me often.” A moment later I heard the exterior
door close and seal itself, and the autopilot blink green. He seemed to have
thought of everything. I could hear the bay doors opening. Minutes later the
shuttle shot out of the bay.


<Exciting.>


<We could
die here.>


<You high-Riss.>


I couldn’t believe I was having this discussion with Thalia. Excitement
was a good Si’jin match, not being tied up in a shuttle speeding off into
space. The good news—McInnis was an idiot. Every shuttle had an emergency
beacon. It could be activated from the ship, once they determined the shuttle
wasn’t headed planet-side. Furthermore, the heat from the engines would make
the shuttle easy to locate. Ten minutes later, I heard a pop, saw smoke coming
from the control panel, and heard the engines stop. Great.
I was now in an inanimate object speeding though space—a speck of sand on a
beach that was growing exponentially larger with every second.


<Maybe
McInnis isn’t an idiot.>


<Fun puzzle.>


* * * *


“What do you
mean, you lost the shuttle? Are you sure it was Reese in that shuttle? Why
would she go to Ojos City? She didn’t tell me she was going planet-side.”
Sakaata threw out one question after another. Her voice was cold as ice. She
stood glaring at Lieutenant Commander Wittlin, the second-shift Radar officer.
“How can you lose a shuttle? Call Commander Jengo back on duty. Find that
shuttle, Wittlin! And have someone check to see if Reese is on this ship. Something
doesn’t feel right.”


Three hours
later Jengo entered Sakaata’s office.


“Ma’am, I can’t
find the shuttle. There is no heat signature or emergency beacon. It has either
disintegrated or had a major system failure. Commander Kagle’s checked with
every section head. No one has seen Reese, and she’s not in her quarters.”


“Colonel Seng.
This is Sakaata. I want Gunny Terril to search this ship. Reese is missing. You
will call Commander Fabert in one hour if Reese isn’t found.” She clicked off
and called Fabert.


“Commander
Fabert, be prepared to launch your Sharks in one hour. Reese is missing and may
be in a shuttle without power or an emergency beacon. Colonel Seng will call
you in one hour if she isn’t found on the ship.” She looked back at Jengo.


“Find that
shuttle. We don’t lose shuttles on my ship!” Sakaata sat looking off into
space, pondering the problem. Had Reese decided to take the shuttle planetside
without checking with her? If so, was the shuttle sabotaged? She doubted that
Reese would be that secretive. It wasn’t in her nature. It had to be another
attempt on her life. Her musing was interrupted by a knock at the cabin door.


“Come,” Sakaata
said, hoping someone had found the shuttle or at least discovered what had
happened.


“Captain.” Alena stood braced to attention.


“At
ease...Alena. Do you have information about Reese?”


“Yes, Ma’am. r-Niamh saw a vid from
Thalia. It was fuzzy, but Reese... Commander Reese seemed to be tied up inside
a shuttle. I wasn’t sure what it meant, until I heard everyone was looking for
her.” Alena remained braced at attention as she talked. Sakaata clicked on her
SID.


“Faber, Reese
has been ambushed and is in that shuttle. Find her!” Even after she said it,
she knew the impossibility of the task. If they managed to find her, it would
be by pure luck.


Faber clicked
off. Five minutes later, twenty Sharks left the Snowcat with a search
pattern beginning a hundred thousand kilometers from the Snowcat, since the
shuttle had left the ship over five hours ago. By now the shuttle was somewhere
in a three quadrillion cubic kilometer area—a very small stone in a very large
ocean. McInnis smiled. The Sharks would have to run into the shuttle to find
it. It was just a small piece of junk speeding through space. And the search
area was expanding by five hundred billion cubic kilometers per second.

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 14



 

<Well, wise
one. Are you having fun yet?>


<Eat.
Drink.>


<So we die
sooner?>


<You Leader. Have obligations. Inconvenient if die.>


So I ate the
food McInnis had left and forced more water down me. McInnis had left just
enough slack in the restraints, so I could reach the food and water he had
generously provided. Of course, he hadn’t provided any food I, or anyone else,
would consider tasty. It was survival food—a bland gray-looking paste—and
highly nutritious. It looked like it could last a month, maybe two if I were
careful. I had been stuffing the paste into my mouth for over two hours and was
ready to beg Thalia to stop. I gagged with every swallow.


<Time leave.>


<How?> I
felt sick, depressed, and ready to concede defeat. That idiot McInnis had done
what Blackstone and his friends couldn’t. Even if they looked, the Snowcat
couldn’t find me. I was leaving no trail to follow and the search area was
expanding rapidly.


<Find
container.>


I found a
shallow food container and placed it in front of me.


<Now
what.> I’d become too depressed to argue or try to figure out what Thalia
was doing. But what else did I have to do?


<Put the
loop of restraints through the seat in. Keep hands out.>


Without
thinking, I allowed the restraint loop to rest inside the container, while
keeping my hands out. Only the space Gods and Thalia knew why. I choked and
threw up. Acid burned my throat and mouth, as I retched again and again. Finally,
I had nothing left.


<Stop
that.>


<Keep loop
in acid.>


<Why? You
think stomach acid will burn through it?>


<Make extra
strong.>


I sat, hour
after hour, holding the restraint in my puke. The smell was horrible, and it
looked worse. Again and again, Thalia somehow produced another round of stomach
acid. My throat felt burnt raw and my head spun like an out of control
centrifuge.


<Pull.>


<Pull? You
want me to try to break these things.> How could stomach acid destroy the
reinforced plastic used to bind prisoners? No human could break it no matter
how strong. I was too tired to argue and jerked my hands—the loop tore apart
easily. Now I could move around, although I was still wearing two plastic
bracelets.


<Stomach acid nasty.>


I jumped up and
ran to the console. It was intact but none of the controls worked. Then I
remembered the emergency tool kit in the back. It was meant for small emergency
repairs. This certainly qualified as an emergency. I retrieved the kit, removed
the console panel, and surveyed the damage. McInnis had placed a small charge
around the control wires, just enough to knock out the connection to the engine
power and another to disable the beacon. The charge was small. He didn’t want
to chance blowing up the shuttle or causing damage that might cause me to die
quickly—like smoke. Even though he wouldn’t be here to witness my death, he
wanted it to be slow. I could imagine him lying in bed every night laughing himself to sleep. He hadn’t considered the emergency repair
kit, or if he did, he thought my restraints would stop me from reaching it.
Besides, he most likely thought I wasn’t a mechanic and couldn’t fix it anyway.
Thanks to sticking Thalia and my nose into everything, I did understand the
basics. I cut off wires to the controls I wouldn’t need and rewired the engine,
flight controls, and Comm.


<Time to go home, Thalia. You’re a genius.>


<Fun
times.>


A ripple of laughter. As an afterthought I snipped off
the bracelets.


<We’re not
home yet.>


<Got you
free. You get home.>


The sun was
visible, so I headed for it. Had to be planets
there—somewhere.


Eight hours
later, I could see the planet Ojos. An hour later, I turned on the Comm.


“This is
shuttle N101. I need tractor assist. This shuttle’s...crap.”


“Glad you’re
home. You’ve stayed out past curfew.”


I recognized
the Captain’s voice. She didn’t laugh a lot, but she did have a sense of humor.


“Request Gunny Terril with an escort.”


* * * *


Several hours
later, they pulled the shuttle into the bay. I opened the door and took the
stairs two at a time. Terril waited with four Scorpions.


“Ma’am, the
Captain would like to see—” Someone shouted as I ran by, waving for Terril to
follow. I ran down the corridor and stopped at the first bay, 2-21. I scanned
the bay but it was empty. Terril stood behind but said nothing. I ran to the
next bay, 2-22. There were a few mechanics sitting around but no pilots. At bay
2-23, I saw several pilots and McInnis shouting at some poor mechanic, who he
had backed up against the fuselage of a Shark. I knew he wanted to jump in it
when he saw me running toward him, but where could he go? Out into space to die
like he’d planned for me? He raised his hands up in a manner I recognized as
boxing and delivered a glancing blow as I drove my body into his. My knee
slammed into his groin, my head crashed into his chin, and my raised leg in his
groin drove downwards, shattering bones. He tried to double over, but I was
still driving him backward. One elbow then the other smashed into his rib cage
with a satisfying feel of bone breaking. I let him stumble backward and fall.


“He shouldn’t
have resisted arrest, Ma’am,” Terril said, standing over him shaking her head.


“That was
stupid attacking you, Ma’am,” a corporal behind Terril said. Through the fog of
my rage, I could hear the snickering around me.


“Corporal
Simmi, call for a medic to collect him. Looks like the damn fool may have
cracked something when he tripped,” Terril managed to say while trying to hold
back laughter. “Ma’am, why don’t you go see the
Captain. We’ll take care of the Commander.”


I opened my SID
and pressed the Captain’s line. When her face showed, I spoke quickly before
she could. “With your permission, skipper, I’d like to freshen up and make
myself presentable for our meeting.” She nodded and I closed the connection.


* * * *


Two hours
later, after a long time in the Kleanzer and a change of uniform, I’d regained
control of myself and felt human again.


<Riss-human.>


<Yes. High-Riss refreshed.>


I knocked on
Sakaata’s office door and entered. “Ma’am, reporting as requested.”


“Why so formal, Nadya?”


“I may have
over-reacted and attacked an officer. It was wrong.” It seemed the right thing
to say, although I wasn’t sorry and would do it again. Actually I thought I’d
exercised considerable restraint—considering.


“Gunny Terril
and her guards reported he attacked you and resisted arrest. Seems
stupid against a Si’jin Master. Doctor Echart assures me he’ll recover
after a day or two in the Rejuv unit.” Her lip twitched. I took that as a good
sign. “Now tell me what happened. I assume it had something to do with
Commander McInnis.” She looked to be having trouble controlling her face.


<She very
amused.>


“I’m sure
you’ll find evidence that it was McInnis. He brought in food, tampered with the
console, and it wouldn’t surprise me if he hinted something to someone. Of
course, I could go talk to him.”


“I don’t think
that will be necessary, XO. Why don’t you take some time off?”


“Skipper, I
have too much to do. I’ve already delayed your leaving for Cloud Pass to visit
Jelena Couret,” I said, anxious to get something concrete that would lead to
the raiders. Sakaata shook her head.


“You’re right.
We do need to get to Cloud Pass as soon as possible. Get the Snowcat
ready for departure and notify the Leopard we’re leaving as soon as all
systems are go.
When you have time, write a report detailing what happened.” I took that as a
sign that we were finished.


The next hour
was hectic. I made sure the primary personnel were on the bridge, systems
checked and ready, and all sections prepared for departure. I contacted Iglis
and got the current status on the personnel record checks and merchant ships we
were tracking. As I suspected, the records revealed nothing. Iglis had reduced
the merchant ships the raiders were potentially using in Oracle by one. That
left three in Darkov and four in Oracle. By the time we left Ojos Cross, I felt
exhausted, although I’d done no physical work.

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 15



 

During the
flight, I spent a few moments with Commander Vallar and r-Maia at Tactical.
They had both spent time in the simulator working on the Riss projectile
missiles formulae and the new P3a missiles, exploring configurations that
worked best in a variety of enemy engagements. They seemed to be getting along
fine and working well as a team. I would’ve loved to stick my nose in but
sensed that would have been a mistake. I then checked on Commander Palete and
r-Kojin. They seemed to be working well together, although it was taking Palete
longer to assimilate Symath when it came to skips. He wasn’t blaming anyone for
his slow progress and continuing to improve with r-Kojin’s help. They complimented
each other nicely, as r-Kojin was slow to grasp the system’s computer
functions. Everyone seemed happy, leaving me with nothing to do.


<Boring. We need do something. Maybe find new McInnis.>


Laughter
vibrated through me.


<If we find
the raiders, there’ll be loads of fun.>


<Hurry.>


I agreed. I
needed something to do, so I wandered down to see Terril and workout.


“Hello
stranger, Ma’am.” Terril grinned as I approached. “Do you have any more
exciting arrests for me? I liked the last one. Your technique was a bit ragged,
but that tends to happen when you’re mad. Why don’t you sit down and tell me
all the gory details? I’ve heard nothing but rumors.”


Terril and I
found a corner to sit but before I even got started, Scorpions surrounded us.


“Once upon a time,
there was...” I began. I tried to give an abbreviated version, but they kept
asking questions, until they had wrung every last detail from me. Terril then recounted
the gory details around my first meeting with McInnis and the subsequent boxing
match. I was embarrassed at first but couldn’t help enjoying the camaraderie.
The army had always been my safe haven. Afterwards I worked out with Terril and
spent an hour teaching. I returned to my quarters relaxed and ready for the
next challenge. I was just getting dressed when my SID sounded.


“XO, we’ll be
dropping out of the Wave in one hour.”


“Thanks, Kagle.
I’ll be up shortly.” I finished dressing and made my way to the Bridge. I’d
just entered when Sakaata arrived. “Captain on the Bridge.”


“Well, Intel Chief.
What do you want to do now that we’re at Cloud Pass?” Sakaata raised her
eyebrows and waited.


<Any ideas?>


<Send her
message. No talk.>


I laughed. Not
exactly appropriate, but I couldn’t help it.


“Thalia, I
presume?” Sakaata asked.


“Yes, Ma’am. Thalia thinks we should send Couret a message, from
Commander Rozell.


“It would be
nice if she would cooperate and find the raiders for us,” Sakaata said, nodding
her head. “We’ll give her information that we hope she’ll pass on to the
raiders or one of the merchants working for them.”


“More likely, a
merchant, I would think. In the Tragos Sector, the Compton would visit
various colonies and then rendezvous with the raiders. Soon afterward, the
raiders would strike one or more of those colonies. We’ve identified three merchant
ships in Darkov and four in Oracle Sectors as potential raider contacts. I
suspect her contact is in this sector, so I doubt we’ll get lucky enough for
her to contact both.” I hoped that Rozell’s contact would lead us to the merchant,
then the raiders, and eventually the Clan. All we had to do is survive the
encounter with the raiders. That may be the hard part. Judging from the last
encounter, they were operating in packs. “I suggest telling Couret we’re
sending Hunters to visit Neosho. It would appear logical for us to visit a
colony they raided, looking for information.”


“Kagle, send
it,” Sakaata said. “If she doesn’t respond within a day, we’ll move out of
system and monitor the Comrelay.”


* * * *


When Couret
didn’t respond by the next day, Sakaata ordered the Snowcat and the Leopard
to leave Cloud Pass, and we headed in the direction of the standard Wave
entrance to Neosho.


“Captain,
Couret just sent, Cats to visit Neosho. It’s addressed to the Vancil
on Summer Set.”


“XO, where to?”


“I’ll check
Intel, Skipper. I need to find out where the Vancil has visited
recently, where she’s scheduled to go next, and where there might be potentially
good targets among those planets. Hopefully, we’ll get lucky.”


Sakaata nodded
and I left the Bridge for Intel. My mind raced as I walked. If Couret knew the
message wasn’t from Rozell, then this was a serious waste of time, and we’d be
off on a proverbial wild goose chase,
whatever a goose was. But how could I determine whether the message was real or
not? I was so deep in thought that I almost didn’t stop for the guards.
Fortunately, neither guard shot me. To my surprise, the senior guard stepped
aside to let me pass without the normal perfunctory ID check they gave me. I
mumbled thanks and kept going.


“Iglis, Mundz,
conference room. Bring everything you have on the Vancil.” I headed
straight for the room and sat down. I knew the Raiders had changed tactics,
alternating between sectors, but had they changed targets? If so, what were
their priorities? Before it had been Xundexium, Riss-humans, weapons, and ships
with known stops, all planet-side targets. Could they be looking for merchant
ships and their cargo? Just then, Iglis and Mundz burst into the room.


“Ma’am, we
brought everything we’ve collected so far,” Iglis said. She and Mundz remained
standing instead of joining me at the table.


“Sit, you two. I’m not mad at you. We think we’ve identified the Vancil
as the raider’s contact in this sector. Hopefully, it’s one of the merchants
you’ve identified as a potential spy.”


“Yes, Ma’am. It’s one of the Darkov merchants we’ve being
monitoring,” Iglis said. That was a huge relief. It didn’t confirm we had the
right merchant, but it was positive feedback.


“Good. We need
to determine where it made port since the last raid, where she’s going next,
and what the raiders targeted in Neosho, Harare, and Ruskus.”


It was late
that night before I had the picture I sought. The Vancil had visited
Door-to-nowhere, Yamhill, Kaka, Elbe, and Tseri in Darkov Sector. It had left
Tseri a week ago but had still not arrived at Summer Set. It was several days
overdue. Based on the Compton’s past
history, the Vancil was rendezvousing
with the raider squadron.


In the Darkov
sector, the raiders had hit merchant and passenger ships. It appeared they were
now targeting mobile targets—ones that were predictable. It seemed logical to assume
they were identifying their next victim, as I sat reviewing the data. As far as
we could determine, there were three targets meeting the current criteria: an expensive
passenger starship, The Traveler, which was due to depart Kaka tomorrow
bound for Tseri, a merchant ship—the Honest Trader—which had a routine
circuit among eight planets with its next stop Yamhill, and another merchant
ship, the Collector, which traded expensive merchandise collected from
all three SAS sectors. It listed its next stop as Elbe.


Three different
locations meant we had to make a choice, since we couldn’t be everywhere and
the timing didn’t permit covering more than one, unless we split up. However,
that would be a terrible idea because the raiders were operating in packs. Even
a Hunter couldn’t take on multiple cruisers, especially if one was a Heavy. It
wasn’t my final decision, but I owed the Skipper my best guess.

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 16



 

“Well, Intel
Chief, have you come to any conclusions?” Sakaata asked, turning to look at me.
She’d assembled her entire staff, including Commander Fabert, Colonel Seng, and
their Riss partners. Commander Kagle had set up a Vidcom with Captain Zellor and
his staff on the Leopard. In response, everyone in the room and on the
Vidcom turned towards me.


I’ll never get used to this. Although nearly everyone in the
room was an acting commander, including me, they all had more experience and
time in grade as lieutenant commanders. If anyone took it personal, they didn’t
show it.


<They not high-Riss.>


<Then why am
I intimidated?>


<Not think
like high-Riss. Perhaps in hundred years.>


Amusement
flowed through me. I shuddered. So long as someone didn’t kill me, I’d be here
a hundred years from now. The thought sobered me.


Yes, I’m special. I carry a
high-Riss and a sister to the Riss.


“Skipper, given the raiders have switched their operations to Darkov and
are no longer targeting colonies, there are three likely targets.” I felt like
I was covering my ass and didn’t like the feeling. Sakaata asked for my opinion
not for excuses in advance.


“Sorry, forget
the ifs, I believe there are three potential
targets. Unfortunately, they’re headed for different colonies. We could split
the Hunters to get better odds, but my personal opinion is that would be
dangerous. The raiders have been operating in a pack of three, of which one has
been a Heavy.” I opened my SID and connected it to the system. A
three-dimensional sphere of the Darkov sector appeared with the three ships I
had identified and lines from their current position to their scheduled
designations. “The raider’s merchant spy, the Vancil, is late for its
scheduled stop in Summer Set. Prior to disappearing, it had stopped at the
planets the three ships are departing from and their destinations would have
been known. If the past was any indicator, it has rendezvoused with the
raiders, and they will have identified their next target. I believe it will be
one of these three ships. I’d suggest monitoring the Collector, which
will leave Tseri in two days headed for Elbe.”


“Reese, we all
understand this is a guessing game. For all we know, Couret is onto us and sent
the message to some random merchant ship. You’ve had the most experience with
the raiders; therefore, you’re the best person to guess about their most likely
action. That’s why you are the head of the Intel group. The fact that you’ve
fought them twice is the reason you are XO. If anyone has a better guess, we’ll
consider it.” Sakaata looked around the room.


No one
volunteered, so I continued.


“Based upon
their last raids in the Darkov and Oracle sectors, they attacked their target
as they entered the planet’s solar system,” I said, hoping the raiders remained
consistent. The planets monitored outgoing ships but not incoming, because they
weren’t predictable.


“We’ll go with
that, Reese. Palete, plot us a course to Elbe. You and r-Kojin should try a few
separate simulations. If we need a skip or two, I want our best. It could be
the difference between surviving or not. Vallar, you and r-Maia should take
another look at attack options. In the simulator, practice setting up various
scenarios and have r-Maia duplicate them with the unguided missile equations.
Captain Zellor, you have your people do the same. XO, you’ll monitor the
simulations. You may see something no one else does.” Sakaata paused, looked at
the Vidcom and then each person in the room.


“I know you’ve
worked long and hard on these techniques and practiced them extensively in the
simulator. Unfortunately, in battle we only get one chance to get it right. If
Reese is right, we’ll be outnumbered and will have to be at our best. Hopefully
we’ll be in place before the raiders. Whoever arrives first will be running silent
and have an advantage; therefore, we’ll enter Elbe space at battle stations.
Colonel Seng, if your Scorpions get a chance to board,
the priority is their ship’s computer system. Reese believes they’re clan and
will fight to the last person, so don’t worry about trying to capture prisoners.
Master Gunnery Sergeant Terril will tell you the same thing. She was on the Tiger
and boarded a raider’s Light cruiser after it was disabled. Commander Fabert,
be prepared to launch on a moment’s notice after battle stations. Winning
against a raiders pack may be harder than finding them. I intend to win and to
accomplish that with the minimum loss of life. To do that, we need every man
and woman performing at his or her best. Stay sharp.” Sakaata rose, indicating
the meeting was over.


* * * *


For the next
few days, I set up scenarios for the simulator and monitored the results on the
Snowcat and the Leopard. All the simulations went well and
everyone seemed prepared. Of course, a simulated engagement wasn’t the same as
a real one. For one thing, in the simulator you got another chance. Ironically,
I worried more about whether I’d picked the right target than about an upcoming
battle.


<Not worry. Raiders there.>


<How do you
know?>


<High-Riss.>


As her laughter
washed through me, the tension I hadn’t realized I had eased.


<You
clown.>


<Yes.>


* * * *


“BATTLE
STATIONS” blared through speakers and SIDs, bringing the ship to life like
someone had smacked a wasp’s hive. I should have been manning the backup
control room except Sakaata decided I should stay with her, and appointed
Commander Numan, the Engineering Officer, to command the backup Bridge. Sakaata
wanted me on the Bridge in case something happened to the Tactical or
Navigation station. When we entered Elbe space, nothing happened. If I’d
guessed right, we would have the advantage of surprise.


“Engineering, cut power. Radar, passive only,” Sakaata said
into her SID.


We waited four hours before Sakaata released the crew from battle
stations. Those off duty would make sure they ate hearty and got plenty of
sleep. In a battle, you didn’t get time to do either. The Collector
wasn’t due until tomorrow; however, the raiders could arrive anytime. If I’d
guessed wrong, some merchant ship and its crew would soon be dead. It was a
painful thought, and each hour that passed increased the odds it would come
true. If the raiders were coming, they were cutting it close.


After my shift,
I couldn’t sleep, so I visited Terril. When I found her, she was working the
Scorpions on boarding and in-ship fighting techniques using a large mockup. The equivalent of our simulations, except physical.


“Commander
Reese, have you come to supervise or participate?” Terril said. She was
standing next to r-Anath and Colonel Seng, who turned and nodded to me.


“Carlse, cover
Tomlese, you idiot. You’re a team. I want you joined at the hip. NOW!” Terril pointed at one of the men as she shouted.


“They’re the
elite of the army and believe they’re invincible,” Seng said, while keeping his
eyes on the activity.


“If you don’t
start paying attention, I’ll prove to the Colonel you’re not as invincible as
you think you are. The object is to kill the enemy, not to see how fast they
can kill you,” Terril shouted. “You’re so bad you make me want to cry.”


I watched for
an hour. It was a real education. They were quick and deadly. When Terril
called a halt, they were dripping sweat. Although they didn’t look tired,
Terril sent them off to shower and get some rest.


“They’re good,
but I can’t let them get big-headed or over-confident. There’s nothing
glamorous about war. It just sounds good afterward to those who weren’t there.”


“You want to
workout, Reese?”


“Yes, it’ll
stop me from worrying for a while.”


We spent the
next two hours practicing techniques and looking for non-standard responses. We
practiced slowly. Neither of us wanted to be hurt before a potential battle. Afterward,
I retired to my quarters to sleep. When I reported for my shift, Sakaata waved
me over.


“What do you
think, Reese?”


“If they’re going to hijack the Collector, they should already be
in position. They don’t want the ship to get too far into Elbe space, since it
may alert planet’s security” I didn’t know what they could do except report the
incident to Eden,
but from the raiders’ point of view the less the SAS knew the better.

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 17



 

“Captain, we
have two unidentified ships incoming. They’re five light seconds out and appear
to be Lights,” Jengo reported.


“Battle
Stations, Comm.” Sakaata said.
Kagle turned on the system Comm and the emergency override on the SIDs. “BATTLE STATIONS, repeat, BATTLE STATIONS.” He turned and
activated the TAC. “Designating the Lights as L1 and L2.”


“We haven’t
been seen. That’ll give us an advantage,” Sakaata said, while watching the TAC.
Meanwhile Vallar worked at setting up an attack sequence. “Maybe they left the
Heavy at home. That would be a piece of luck.”


“Two more unidentified ships incoming. One Light and one Heavy, designated as L3 and H1.”


“I guess this
isn’t our lucky day—” Sakaata began but was cut short by Vallar.


“Damn. We’ve
had a missile launch, Captain.”


“Who?”


“Our second clan member,” I said. His timing was perfect. With that
launch, he’d given the raiders our location and nullified any advantage we
might have had.


“Radar, what are their positions?” Sakaata asked. Seconds later,
position information appeared next to the raider ships, abort firng with their
present vector.


“L1 and L2 are
currently five light seconds out. H1 and L3 are at seven light seconds. Based
on our Intel, L1 and L2 will be in a position to fire in seven minutes and
fifty seconds. We’ll be in position in five minutes and thirty-six seconds,”
Jengo reported.


“XO?”


“I suggest we
target L1 with the Riss option, one bank of five every fifteen seconds,
beginning in three minutes. Then switch to smart missiles.” Targeting H1 and L3
would depend on what they did after that. “They’ll expect missiles when we have
three light seconds separation, which is our max range for smart missiles. That
will be forty missiles before they are expecting them, and another forty
missiles on the way before the raiders can be in position to fire their first
missile.”


“Zellor, use the same firing sequence but target L2,” Sakaata said,
looking at the Vidcom of Zellor, which was permanently displayed on one of the
overhead monitors. He nodded. Time seemed to stop as we waited for the two
minutes forty-eight seconds it wplost us ould take us to reach four light seconds
separation.


“Captain, L1
and L2 have slowed their approach,” Jengo reported at the two-minute mark.


“Captain, stop
the launch!” I said sharply.


“Zellor, Vallar abort firing.” Sakaata turned to me. “Why?”


“The Riss
solution is based on the enemy ships maintaining a constant speed and vector.
Now that they have slowed, the attack vector we’ve calculated will no longer be
valid and the missiles will miss.”


“It looks like
they’re waiting for H1 and L3 to catch up. They’re going to attack in
formation, thanks to their deep cover agent,” Sakaata said quietly as if she
were talking to herself. “Zellor, any ideas?”


Zellor laughed.
“Sakaata, I have lots of theory but no experience. You and Reese, at least,
have been there before.”


“We have the
best ships the SAS can produce, but we’ll not survive against their combined
throw weight. If we’re to survive, we need to know their next move. What do you
think, Reese? You’ve fought them before.”


<Damn, Damn.
I don’t want the responsibility. There are too many lives at stake. If they
destroy us, it’ll embolden the raiders and could put the entire SAS at risk.
The clans are growing in strength.>


<Not Si’jin
Master?>


<This is
serious, Thalia.>


<Si’jin mere
game for bored? Wei, Valk, they taught you nothing? People… Buzzers…
ships different?>


I felt Thalia
rap me on my head.


<Thank you,
oh wise one.> She’d reminded me it’s not size, strength, or even speed that
wins a fight. I’m smaller and weaker than most, yet only those with years of
experience can beat me. With Thalia’s help, I was faster than Valk, yet he
could beat me. I closed my eyes and retreated from my emotions—guilt, fear,
winning, losing, life, or death. I—two ships—stood facing my opponent—four
ships. I’d fought him before. He was big and strong.


The first time,
I’d skipped and that had provided the winning advantage. The second time he’d
been ready for the skip. We’d won because I’d used a missile attack he hadn’t
seen before. I’d been one technique ahead of him, but he learned fast. If I’d
used the same technique in the second engagement, he would have won—he’d been
ready. I had to assume that he’d learned from the previous two engagements.
Their formation indicated they had.


“Captain,
they’re going to skip into missile range. They know our position and outgun us.
We must skip when they do.” I knew my voice was flat. I resided in a different
place.


“She’s a witch—
Sorry, Skipper,” Kagle said, his face red.


“That makes
sense, that captain has fought us twice before. He will be smarter this time.”
Sakaata stared at me. “What do you suggest?”


“He’ll make a
long skip to get well within their missile range. But that’ll deplete the power
they would need for another skip. The second we see him disappear, we need to
make a short skip, changing position and vector. We can fire and skip again
before they’re ready. We’ll only be able to manage another short skip the second
time, but hopefully that will get us out of their effective range. In any case,
we’ll have put distance between us and maybe permit the Riss option at some
point.”


“How do we pull
off this miracle? When we skip they’re going to be able to fire as fast as we
can,” Zellor asked.


“Preset the two
skips. Put one Riss at Tactical and one at Helm. The Riss at Tactical will be
faster at fixing their position and firing. The Riss at Helm will know
instantly when the missiles have been released and will execute the next skip.”
I’d seen my opponent’s first move and had a counter-move ready.


“Zellor, Helm,
first skip, two-zero-five by zero-nine-one for three
seconds. Second skip, zero-nine-five by two-one-one
for five seconds. Zellor, your targets are L2 and L3. Tactical, your targets
are H1 and L1.” Sakaata sat back and smiled, like she was watching a game.
“This should be interesting.”


We waited in
silence. There was nothing else to do. The first move was our opponent’s.
Thalia and I had linked with r-Mair and r-Laima. Like us, they were calm but
focused like only a Riss or Si’jin Master could.


It was over in
fifty seconds, and not a word had been spoken. The raiders disappeared. One
second later r-Laima executed a skip. We came out before the raiders. R-Mair
had their position twenty seconds later and fired. “Ten guided missiles away,
at H1,” Vallar reported and thirty-seconds later, “Ten missiles away, at L1.”


r-Laima skipped before Vallar finished speaking. The raiders
never got off a launch. We emerged five seconds later, and information filled
the monitors.


“We are one
point eight light seconds from the raiders,” Jengo reported. Then a minute
later, “Looks like our team scored ten hits in total: three against H1 and L3,
and two against L1 and L3. Our opponents zero.”


The victory was
short-lived as the four raiders launched their counter-attack. It looked like
the raiders had newer model cruisers, because the Lights were launching eight
missiles every sixty seconds and the Heavy twelve every fifty seconds. An average
of thirty-eight missiles per minute streaked towards us. We were launching
forty missiles per minute; however, our missiles were distributed among three
cruisers and one a Heavy, which could absorb more damage than the Lights.


* * * *


With the skipping option no longer available, we tried to maintain the
maximum separation from the raiders, hoping to reduce their missile
effectiveness. Although even near maximum range, we were taking a beating.
While the raider’s ECM wasn’t as good as the Hunter’s—Commander Catlin and her
counterpart on the Leopard were stopping ninety-four of a hundred—it
meant they were scoring over two hits every minute. Conversely, the raiders
were only stopping ninety-two of a hundred. And although we were scoring
more—one per minute—they were split between four cruisers and one a Heavy.


<r-Mair has a Riss option on H1.>


<Fire two
launches.>


Immediately ten
missiles streaked out and thirty seconds latter ten more.


<Divert next
launches to L1.> I hadn’t waited to clear it with the Captain— speaking was
too slow. My world revolved around my opponent and nothing else mattered. Three
missiles rocked the Snowcat. Damage scrolled across the Damage monitor
so fast, Kagle couldn’t keep up with the repair status. Crew worked feverously,
but there were too few and the damage was beyond their ability to cope.


Level One:
Three missiles tubes, all four lasers and two ECM units destroyed, three navy
and two army bays open to air. Engineering damaged, with one engine out and one
intermittent.


Level two: Two
missile tubes inoperative, three fighter bays damaged, ten Sharks destroyed,
Environmental section damaged, and the list went on.


A quick look at
the monitor duplicating the Leopard’s
damage reports indicated they were in no better condition. The good news, the
interior ring, the third of three rings, of the ship, were
the Bridge and system computers resided, were still operational. The bad news,
we were slowly being ripped to pieces.


“H1, multiple
explosions, They’ve lost power, dropping back,” Jengo
shouted. That would be good news since our missiles could now be spread over
three cruisers, except we’d lost nine missile tubes between the Snowcat
and the Leopard. “L2 exploded... the Leopard
lost power, multiple explosions. NO! Two more hits.”


Five Riss-option
missiles left the Snowcat heading towards
L1.


<Next launch
Riss-option against L3.>


<We’ll lose
thirty seconds.>


<L3.> Our focus had been H1 and L1. Computing a Riss-solution on
L3 would require a full minute. I had to hope our last launch against L1 would
be effective. With the range closing and our ECM at half capacity, the raiders
were getting more direct hits and the damage worse because the battle metal had
begun to weaken all over the ship. We could use a little luck. Seconds seemed
to be hours as the time ticked down to the launch. Finally, five Riss-option missiles
left the Snowcat towards L3.


Seconds later,
the Snowcat rocked and bucked as five
missiles scored direct hits, one after another. Two of the missiles opened the
second ring, destroying navy and army quarters, the third destroyed four
missile tubes leaving only one, fortunately battle metal limited the damage
from the other two. After-shocks went on for over a minute as explosions
rippled through the damaged areas. Our shock seats held, but the violent
shaking momentarily stunned everyone.


“Captain, only
one missile tube on level two is functional, but the delivery system is
damaged. They’re loading it manually but it will take a few minutes.” Kagle
said as the information scrolled across the screen.


“Damn ECM is
inoperative. We’ll be target practice,” Jengo said, clearly frustrated. Then
silence. I think we were all waiting for the next series of missiles, which
would end the Riss’ dream.


<Many Riss
die. Not dream.>


A soothing sensation
flowed through me—a last loving hug.


“L1 has lost
power,” Jengo shouted. But that still left L3. We waited, helpless.


“L3 JUST
EXPLODED!” Jengo tried to jump up but his straps restrained him. Everyone
started talking at once.


“Quiet!”
Sakaata said. The party’s not over yet. “Faber, release the Sharks. Zellor,
release yours.” Sakaata said into her SID and twenty of the surviving forty
left the Snowcat and another ten from the Leopard. They looked
like angry wasps. Five minutes later H1 died along with over three quarters of
the Sharks.


“Seng, release
what Scorpions you have. L1 has lost power but still looks like it has
survivors.” Sakaata sat back, her face frozen battle steel. We’d won but the
cost had yet to be assessed.


“We have forty,
on their way,” Seng replied.


“Faber, divert
your Sharks to support the Scorpions,” Sakaata said, opening the Scorpions SID
connection and putting in on the Bridge speakers.


“L1 has several bays open to space.” A voice I didn’t recognize said. “Control, we’re splitting into three groups.
Scorpion three will take the Bridge, Scorpion two will sweep the crew quarters,
and Scorpion one the Shuttles and Engineering.”


“Control, Scorpion three, clear and
heading for the Bridge.”


“Control, Scorpion one, we are under
fire, twenty plus retreating towards Engineering room.” Terril’s voice.


“Control, Scorpion two, we’re
encountering heavy resistance in crew quarters.”


We heard three
bomb-blasts then silence.


“Control, Scorpion two, we have
three down. They’re using military grade weapons and explosive charges as they
retreat towards the Bridge.”


“Control. Scorpion three. Bridge secure, two down. Crew
attempted to destroy system. Some damage.”


The sound of
constant gunfire and several bombs exploding blasted through the speakers.


“Control, Scorpion two, crews
quarters secure, three down, we need medics.”


“Scorpion two, Control, support
Scorpion one. Scorpion one hold bridge,” Seng’s voice.


“Control, Scorpion one, heavy fire
from Shuttle bay and engineering. Four down,
need medics.” More
explosions and gunfire erupted.


“Control. Scorpion one. Shuttle bay cleared. Two more down. Heading for engine room.
Looks to be about twenty held up there. No survivors, no surrenders. They’re
fighting to the death.”


“Scorpion one. Scorpion
two. We’re in place on the other side and have them trapped in engine
room. No place else to go. We’ve another two down.” More explosions, heavy grade
gunfire crackled through the speakers.


“Scorpion two,
Control, replace Scorpion three. Scorpion one, rendezvous
with Scorpion three at shuttle bay. You need to check on the other Light
cruisers. Out.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 18



 

“Skipper, a
Comm from the Leopard,” Kagle said, as the monitor lit with Zellor’s
face. It looked like the Bridge had taken extensive damage. Zellor’s face
looked inflamed on one side, blood dripped from his
nose, and his uniform was ripped in several places. In the background,
equipment lay scattered on the ground and monitors hung like tangled pieces of
metal.


“Zellor, what’s
your condition?” Sakaata asked. I could almost feel her fingers crossed.


“The Leopard’s
engines are destroyed and most of the ship is open to space. We have no
operational shuttles and will need help in evacuating.”


“As soon as we
can assemble a team, we’ll have them over. My XO will be in charge of
organizing a transfer to the Snowcat. She’ll be in touch,” Sakaata said
and blanked the screen.


“Reese, are you
all right?”


<It’s over,
little one. Time to come back.>


I shook my head
and looked around the room. Some people appeared excited while others looked to
be in shock. Sakaata was staring at me.


“I’m fine,
Skipper,” I said. Sakaata turned back towards the status monitor.


“What’s our
status, Kagle?”


“One engine is
operational the other two are beyond our ability to repair. They’ll need to be
replaced. Over half the compartments are open to space. Nine Sharks remain operational,
and by some miracle, three shuttles. We have eighty missiles remaining. Our
personnel losses were heavy: two hundred thirty-one dead, seventy-five
seriously wounded, and one hundred ninety-four fit for duty.”


“Reese,
determine which people can be freed up from each section for damage control and
get a team together to transfer the Leopard’s survivors to the Snowcat.
We need to organize the wounded from the Snowcat and Leopard to ensure
the most serious get treated first. Hopefully, we can keep our seriously
wounded alive until we can get the Snowcat in condition to make it to
the Elbe Space Station. Everyone needs to eat to keep up their strength, so we
need an operating kitchen and a means of getting the food to everyone.” Sakaata
seemed to be talking to herself rather than me, but
she clearly meant for me to take care of it.


<I’m
overwhelmed. I don’t know where to start.>


<Get
help.>


<Why didn’t
I think of that?>


<Still learning.>


Laughter freed
me from my paralysis. I called down to the alternate Bridge and assigned one
section to each person. They were to determine who was critical to each section
and those who could be freed for damage control or helping with the transfer.
They were to call me on my SID with their findings and to get further
instructions. When I reached the hospital, there were people in beds, chairs,
and on the floors in the hallways. Medics were examining each person, trying to
determine those with the most critical need. I weaved my way through the mass
of mangled humanity to the operating table.


“Dr. Mileur, if
you’ll assign me a medic, he can determine those who can wait for treatment,
and I’ll have them moved somewhere out of the way, where we can get them food
and first aid until you and the other doctors can get to them. It will also
give you more room for those needing immediate treatment. You’re going to need
space for the wounded that will shortly be coming in from the Leopard.
Hopefully, there will be medical staff among the survivors who can help.”


Mileur didn’t
look up from her current patient, whose arm contained a hunk of metal she was
digging out. For a minute, I didn’t think she’d heard me. I doubted I was her
main concern at the moment. As the piece of metal came out, she shouted,
“Callum, help Commander Reese.” A minute later, an elderly sergeant touched my
arm. He looked tired, and his clothes explained why. Callum’s white smock and
pants were smeared with fresh and dried blood mixed with grease and dirt. He
probably hadn’t had a break since the attack started. Mileur hadn’t either.


“Commander, I’m
Callum. What do you need?”


<Contact the
Riss. Have those that can come here.>


<Seventeen dead.>


<No!> My heart stopped. They had come to learn so their sisters
could see the stars and now they were dead.


<Riss must
risk death. Die. If be free.>


A feeling of resolve and determination. There would be time to cry later,
after the total cost had been assessed.


“Terril, are
you alive and walking?” I said into my SID and crossed my fingers.


“What do you
want, Commander?” She sounded tired, harassed, and angry. She had a right to be
all of those and more, but there wasn’t time to grieve.


“I need whoever
you can spare to help transfer the survivors from the Leopard.” I knew
she’d like to have told me to space myself. She sighed instead.


“I’ll be there
with what I have.” The line went dead. I called Shuttle Maintenance.


“Commander
MacAll, I need to get whatever operational shuttles you have ready to evacuate
the Leopard.”


“I have three
army shuttles, with pilots, ready immediately in bay 2-22. I think two more
will be operational within an hour. I’ll get back to you when they are.”


Everyone
converged on me at the same time. Five Riss came walking down one corridor,
Terril down another with a detail of nine, and the alternative Bridge officers
began reporting in. “Terril, your Scorpions plus the six free sailors here will
help evacuate the Leopard. Commander MacAll has three troop shuttles
ready in bay 2-22.” My head spun with the overwhelming details.


<Zellor.>


I switched my
SID to the system comm.


“Commander
Kagle, get me a line to Zeller.” A few seconds later, Zeller appeared on my
SID.


“Captain
Zeller, have your serious wounded plus any doctors and medics you have report
to one of your functional bays. The shuttles are preparing to leave in the next
few minutes.”


“Bay 2-12, Reese.”


I called
Colonel Seng. “Colonel, direct your shuttles to the Leopard’s bay 2-12.
Terril is on her way with a team of fifteen to help Captain Zeller with the
evacuation.”


Everyone worked
through the night and the next day. Eighteen more died and another ten remained
in critical condition. Callum plus two army medics had done a good job of
treating the less seriously wounded. I had them moved into available crew
quarters and fed while they waited for the doctors to finish with the seriously
wounded.


The army and
navy mess halls were set aside for the healthy to rest and eat. As the need for
rescue teams lessened, the freed-up personnel were either sent to help out
where necessary or back to the Leopard for blankets, bedding, medical supplies,
and anything else they could salvage. By the following morning, the doctors had
managed to get a few hours sleep and were finally available to look at the less
seriously wounded. The medics assigned to evaluate the wounded had given each
individual a number between one and five to prioritize who got treated first.
When doctors finally became available, the Riss with their perfect memories
were able to direct them to the appropriate rooms based on the individual’s
assigned priority.


I’d been
reporting to Kagle the status of each task as the hours dragged past. When I
thought everything had been assigned to someone and things more or less under
control, I reported to the Bridge. Sakaata was there with Zellor. They both
looked like hell.


“Skipper, the
transfer has been completed and most of the wounded treated. Only a few less
serious injuries still needed to be treated. The doctors are taking turns
resting and should be finished by tomorrow. The healthy are helping with damage
control on a rotating basis for rest and food.”


“Reese, have
you slept?” Sakaata asked. I shook my head. When did I have time?


“People needed
help, and I was the central point of contact. If I had turned it over to other
people, we would have lost focus.”


“How? The Riss?” Zellor asked. I
nodded. I could probably remain functional for another...


<Eight
hours.>


“Go rest.
Unless I’m mistaken, you’re going to pay for the abuse,” Sakaata said and
pointed towards the door. I staggered to my quarters.


<She right. Abuse host.>


A relaxing
sensation rippled through me as I hit the bed, unwashed, and fully clothed.


* * * *


When I woke, I
washed and worked my way to the Mess hall. It was crowded with army and navy
personnel. The distinction between branches seemed to have vanished. After a
good breakfast, I reported to the Bridge.


“It’s your
watch. The Snowcat is proceeding at quarter speed. We anticipate we’ll
arrive at Elbe’s space station in ninety-six hours. Everything that can be done
has been. I’m off to get some sleep.” Sakaata waved and exited the Bridge.


I sat in the
Captain’s chair and reviewed the damage control monitors. The Snowcat
was barely operational. Our odds of winning a fight with a Shark were two to
one against. I used the controls in the Captain’s chair to switch through the
various sections and talked to each section head. The carnage looked worse in
the monitor than the written description would indicate. Lieutenant Commander
Willard of Environmental and Commander Numan of Engineering were dead.
Lieutenant Commanders MacAll and Iglis were among the walking wounded. Four
lieutenants had died and three were in serious condition. Two chiefs were
killed and two seriously injured. Forty-nine Riss were dead and five injured.
It was a miracle that Elissa and Jaelle had survived, thanks to Rejuv. I
concluded war was a nightmare from which I hoped someday to wakeup.

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 19



 

The Vancil
floated silently in a system classified as 71B271C. The sun, a Red Dwarf, had
three lifeless planets circling it.


“It’s been four
days and we’ve had no contact from Sa’Velte or the others. I think we’re
waiting here for nothing. It seems the rumors are true and the entire fleet has
been destroyed.” Dione Ka’Baako spoke the words as she sat drinking her third
glass of Ling wine. “The question is, what do we do
next?”


“We’ll wait two
more days. If no one shows, we’ll return to Freeland and get new instructions,” Toma Ka’Baako said,
his sharp retort a clear sign of his growing frustration.


Dione laughed. “Maybe the clan will give up on raids and make us all
merchants. It seems it would be far more profitable when you consider the cost
of producing cruisers. Our merchant ships return profits between forty and
fifty million on each run, and our ships last for decades.”


“Maybe you’re
right. The question is whether the SAS is smarter than us or whether we’ve
selected reckless and stupid Captains for our raiders. Perhaps we should command the war ships.” He
smiled at the thought.


“Perhaps, Toma,” Dione said, gulping down the remaining
wine in her glass and reaching for the bottle to refill it.


* * * *


Two days later,
a Light cruiser entered the system.


“What do you
think, Toma?” Dione asked. “It’s certainly not one of Sa’Velte’s hunting nest. We can’t hide, and we certainly can’t out run it. If
they aren’t clan, we can always claim we’re lost and need help. Of course, if
they’re competitors, that would be the ultimate
irony.”


“Boiko says
he’s receiving a Baptiste signal. Our visitor claims to be the Coral,”
Toma said and shrugged with resignation. “Boiko, tell them we’re the Vancil,
a trader out of Darkov.”


As they waited,
the Coral slowly came to rest several hundred kilometers from the Vancil, and dispatched a shuttle.


* * * *


A half-hour
later, the shuttle entered one of the Vancil’s empty bays, and a rotund
man with a bushy unkempt beard and mustache exited along with four heavily
armed men. Toma had elected to meet them personally. The tension would be high
with none of the Sa’Velte cruisers in the area. He hoped his appearance,
unarmed, would avoid any knee-jerk violence that may otherwise result.


“Toma Ka’Baako,
I presume. I’m Captain Da’Maass, and these…” he waved to the four men spread out
behind him, “…are my chaperones.”


“Welcome,
Da’Maass. Will you join me for a drink? I have some fine Ling wine,” Toma said
and gestured to the corridor. The Vancil was a typical merchant ship,
the hull bare to provide the maximum cargo space; however, the Captain’s cabin
and adjoining conference room were comfortably appointed. The chairs were
covered with animal skin, which looked well used. The table was made of wood
and sat on a woven-wool rug with an intricate flower and animal design. It
looked in good condition but had seen better days. The conference room was
meant to give the impression of a moderately successful merchant—one that was
neither desperate for business nor too well off to accept a lower than standard
rate. While Toma greeted the group from the Coral, Dione had in anticipation,
placed three glasses and two bottles of Ling wine on the table.


“Please,
Captain, sit and be comfortable,” Toma said as soon as they entered the room.
Da’Maass scanned the room as if he couldn’t believe it was empty, before
sitting. His four men stood spread around looking like statues, except for
their eyes, which continuously scanned the area. “I’m curious why you’re here
and Sa’Velte or one of his nest aren’t.”


“You seem
suspicious, Captain,” Dione said, when he looked in her direction.


“Not
suspicious, just...clan.” He snorted. “Well, where is he?”


“I honestly
don’t know. I’ve been waiting here for six days. He or one of his cruisers
should have been here four days ago. At first, I assumed he became delayed. I now
believe that the rumors Dione heard on Retreat are true.”


“Rumors are not
to be relied on. The clan frequently uses them to our advantage. There is no
reason to believe the SAS can’t do the same.” Da’Maass reached over and poured
himself a glass of the wine, which he drained in one gulp.


“True. I assume
then that you are not interested,” Toma shrugged. “Just as well, it’s an
unpleasant story.”


Da’Maass
laughed and slapped the table. “A typical trader. If
you can’t get your client drunk, you talk until you wear him down, and they’ll
give you anything to shut you up. You win. Tell me your story, before I have to
get unpleasant.” He poured himself another glass and drained it before Toma
could continue.


“Typical
raider, use force—” Toma held up his hand when Da’Maass’s face turned into a
snarl. “Dione, tell Captain Da’Maass what you heard.”


“I was visiting
the bars on Retreat hoping to find targets for Sa’Velte and his fleet. Our
meeting had been set for three weeks from then. He had intended to return to
the Oracle Sector if I couldn’t find something interesting in Darkov. I was following
up on a rich merchant who operated between the Darkov and Oracle sectors. This
merchant deals in anything illegal that returns a good profit and purported to
be well armed. I was trying to determine how well armed,” Dione said. She took
a swallow of her wine before continuing. Da’Maass’s angry stare made her throat
dry. “I stopped at a table with three crew members, who looked to be off a
shady merchant or small pirate ship. They’d just arrived from Elbe the previous
day. One of them said that two navy ships had intercepted four armed ships.
He’d heard from someone who worked at the Elbe space platform that five of the
ships had been destroyed. One had survived, but it wasn’t capable of FTL
flight. The Elbens didn’t seem interested in investigating. As we were leaving,
another crewmember said he’d heard that it had been two navy Hunters and four
raiders. The ship that limped into Elbe was a navy Hunter. Apparently, it was
barely operational when it arrived. The big buzz was that the Hunter had a
Riss-human and Riss on board.”


Da’Maass
slammed the table hard causing two glasses to tip over and the other to shatter
on the floor. He stood, pointing a fist at Dione. “Damn you to space! You were
supposed to kill that bitch. Everywhere she appears we lose clan and ships.”


“I can’t kill
her while she’s on a Hunter. Why haven’t the clan’s raiders killed her? They’ve
certainly run across her often enough,” Dione said as she stood, her face
flushed. They stood glaring at each other, neither willing to drop eye contact.


“Pointing
fingers solves nothing. Lieutenant Reese, who is now a Commander, certainly
didn’t destroy our cruisers. The navy ships did. We were told to kill her, but
she hasn’t been planetside since we arrived. We can’t do the impossible.” Toma
waved for Da’Maass and Dione to sit. “The Hunters finding Sa’Velte’s fleet was
probably another case of bad luck, in which Reese may or may not have been
involved. Whether she was or not, she’s become a dybbuk to the clan. She
must die if only to make the clan feel like we’ve won a small victory. I don’t
believe the Vancil has been compromised. The Hunter will require major
repairs and will be in Elbe for some time. We’ll return to Elbe and kill her or
arrange for her death.”


Da’Maass sat
back, downed his fourth glass of wine and poured another before speaking.
“Whatever it takes, she must die. The Clan demands it.” He took another
swallow. “Have you found any targets for me? I feel like killing something—anything.”


“Yes. There’s a
passenger ship on Auspex as we speak. They’ll be leaving with a group of VIPs
from several of the Darkov sector’s larger colonies. They’re headed for a conference
in Eden. The ship is faster than the Coral, but since you know were
they’re going, you can lie in wait for them. I don’t believe they’ll try to
outrun your missiles given the importance of their passengers. They’ll think
first about their lives, not the consequences. If they don’t stop, you’ll have
something to kill.” Dione smiled and raised her glass to Da’Maass. He returned
the gesture.


“To Clan
Baptiste,” seven voices echoed.

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 20



 

The Snowcat
had been lucky, if you call two hundred thirty-six deaths out of a crew of five
hundred lucky. On the Leopard, the engines had exploded and only
ninety-seven had survived. During the four days it took to crawl back to Elbe,
eleven of the seriously injured had died. Between the two Hunters, we were one
hundred thirty-nine short of a full compliment. Worse yet, when looked at
specialties, we were barely fifty percent manned, since environmental and engineering
took major damage on the Snowcat and were completely destroyed on Leopard.


The four days
to Elbe seemed an eternity. Those of us who’d survived uninjured, like those of
us on the Bridge, felt guilty when we took stock of the friends and crewmembers
who’d been killed or seriously injured. Rejuv saved
lives and could repair major damage to the body, but the body still required
time to recover and complete the repairs the Rejuv began.


I spent most of
my off-duty time visiting the various sections. I don’t know if I did it more
for me or for the living.


<Right mourn
lost friends. Not too long.>


Thalia’s subtle
reminder we mourned for our loss not for them. They were beyond our ability to
help or comfort or... If one wasn’t careful, the mourning would soon become
self-pity and debilitating.


<Thank
you.> I realized visiting the sections and talking to those who survived
helped the healing process for me and them. The Environmental section had been
one of the sections hardest hit and the unit’s commander, Lieutenant Commander
Willard, had been killed while helping his mechanics repair a broken generator.
Although Alena had been injured, her cuts, bruises, and minor concussion hadn’t
required Rejuv, so I reassigned her as Willard’s replacement. I found her in
the hard waste section.


“Alena, how are
you coping?” She was in work clothes and as dirty as the two mechanics next to
her in the pit with the five-ton pump. She jerked up too quickly and I could
see the pain register on her face.


“Commander.” She turned back to one of the men. “Harrow, you and Cemano
take a break. We’ll finish after you get something to eat—in the mess hall
where you can relax for an hour.” She wiped her hands on a towel she had over
her shoulder and walked over to me. “I think we’re making progress. With the
reduced number of crew and the large number of facilities inoperative, we can
get by at fifty percent operational.”


“You’ve done a good
job restoring the unit to the current level,” I said and meant it.


“You’ve helped
us all. Your advice about poking our noses into everything is now paying off.
We’re understaffed and I’m competent to assist with the repairs and even help diagnose
problems. And it takes my mind off...”


“Yes, work is
doubly important at these times. Come, you need food and rest too.” I put my
hand on her arm and subtly directed her toward the mess hall.


During the
meal, we talked about the engagement. I let her do most of the talking. She
needed to work through the mayhem she’d experienced. The shuttle bays were some
of the most exposed areas, and Alena had undergone some harrowing moments.


“Are you going
to stay, Alena?” I asked.


“Yes, Nadya,
like you and Thalia, Quiet night under the moon and I are committed to see the Riss to the stars.”


Alena left when
she saw her mechanics getting ready to return to work.


* * * *


On our arrival,
the Snowcat was ferried directly to the Elbe repair station, Bacchus,
which was in a geostationary orbit some five hundred kilometers from the Elbe
space station. Bacchus was a medium-size facility capable of restoring
the Snowcat to a functional spaceship, but not to military operational
readiness. After those who were still recovering from serious injuries had been
transported to the Dyland City hospital, Sakaata called a meeting of her
existing staff. To keep the meeting informal, she had a variety of snacks and
drinks set up on a table in the back of the room. After everyone had settled,
she began.


“The repair
manager reported that it’ll take several days for their technicians to assess
our damages and to estimate repair cost and time.” Sakaata paused to look
around the table. Although she didn’t show it, I knew the pain she must be feeling
as she scanned the new faces, reminding her of those who’d paid the ultimate
price. “These are civilians and this is a military ship of war; therefore, I
want all sensitive areas secured and guarded twenty-four hours a day. If it’s
necessary to enter any of these areas, guards will be provided to accompany
them at all times. All undamaged quarters will be kept locked. The bridge is
strictly off limits.” Sakaata stopped to take a sip of kaffa. “Since I imagine
we’ll be here for some time, the XO will workup a schedule, so that everyone
gets equal leave time planetside.”


“Skipper,” I
interrupted. The Riss had earned the right—forty-nine had died during the
battle of Elbe. “The Riss have lived outdoors all of their lives. Although they
realize ship confinement is necessary to reach their goals, they would appreciate
an opportunity to have some time outdoors. Because they are conspicuous…” That
caused smiles and a few snorts. “They will need to be taken to a wilderness or
sparsely inhabited area. The Riss and I will stand watch for two weeks in order
for all of you to have an extended leave planetside, if I can have equal time
for the Riss.” I crossed my fingers, a silly gesture, but I’d have crossed my
toes if I could.


“I understand
your concern and the need for the Riss to go someplace other than the city, but
I’d like senior officers on watch.”


“Captain, I’ll
use the conference room for quarters and Thalia will be awake while I’m asleep.
That way I’ll be available twenty-four hours a day. Besides, the Riss need the
experience. Someday this ship or one like it will be manned by Riss.” I wasn’t
sure how that was going to sit with Sakaata. It was an all or nothing gambit.
“It might be an advantage since I’d be free to roam the ship, yet someone would
be on the bridge at all times.”


<She neutral.>


<I’ll take
what we can get.>


“If no one has an objection, I see no reason why we couldn’t try it as a
model for future stops. They have certainly pulled their weight, which is a
lot,” She grinned. “You’re right, Reese, they can’t just go into town by
themselves, and I understand that they are an outdoor race and would not
particularly be interested in shopping—or boy friends. We’ll try it on a test basis.
I’ll check in now and then to see how it’s working.”


“I like the
idea, Skipper. A lot better than a day or two at a time,” Vallar said while
others nodded agreement.


“Agreed. Reese, coordinate with Colonel Seng to arrange for
guards.”


* * * *


The next day, I
went to the gym to work out. To my surprise, Terril was there. I’d expected her
to be on planet.


“Well, Master
Reese, it’s been a long time. Are you ready for a good workout?”


“Yes, Master
Terril.” I hoped a few days working out might help ease the pain. It was
certainly preferable to doing nothing. “I’m glad we can’t go anyplace for a
month or so. I’m tired of killing and seeing friends die.”


“We’re in the
business of war. We hope for a chance to fight to end the boredom, and
afterward we hope for boredom. Life’s frequently a contradiction. We want peace
and fight wars to obtain it. We kill to stop the killing. I too am tired of seeing
friends die.” She turned her head away for a moment, her eyes misty when she
turned back. “Maybe a good workout will help.”


We spent the
next hour in a mind-numbing contest, oblivious to everything around us. When we
finished, I noticed we’d collected a large audience, which included navy
personnel. A bond had developed after the carnage. Everyone had worked side by
side to keep the Snowcat functioning and save lives. The army audience
was quietly clapping; the sailors stood quiet, in shock. As I looked around, it
seemed everyone had enjoyed a moment of relief from grieving. Terril and I
spent the next hour teaching. Terril had agreed to take on a few new Scorpions.
I agreed to take on a few sailors.


“Terril, why
aren’t you taking advantage of planet leave? That should help to relieve the
boredom,” I said in sympathy.


“The Scorpions
liked your planet leave model and Colonel Seng has agreed, so I’m here awaiting
my turn and you.”


“I appreciate
the thought, Terril. You’ll have a lot more fun without me. I’m planning to
take the Riss with me, which will restrict where we can go.” Terril was a real
friend, one I cherished. I wanted her with me, but it wouldn’t be right to ruin
her leave.


“A few of us thought
going planetside would be boring without you. Saipha was certainly fun. With
the Riss it should really be exciting.”


“You’re a real
friend. I’m very lucky.” I hugged her, not caring what anyone thought. She
hugged back, obviously feeling the same.

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 21



 

The first week
went fast. I spent a few hours in the gym each morning, slept my normal six
hours a day, and spent the rest of the time on the Bridge or coordinating work
parties. Two Scorpions guarded the entrance to the Bridge. R-Kojin and r-Maia
manned the bridge while I slept, worked out, or checked on the repair teams and
secured areas. I resolved a few issues, consulting with senior officers or
chiefs when in doubt. It pleased me to see the Riss involved in the work. The
more they learned the sooner the Riss could take to the stars. I logged my
daily activities and all items relating to the repairs. Captain Sakaata stopped
in at odd times, reviewed my logs, and took her own tour.


“Your idea
seems to be working well. I met Palete and Kagle in town, they love you. We’ll
have to consider this model on future stops. Since you seem to have everything
under control, I think I’ll take the opportunity to relax for a few days. If
you need me, you can reach me at the Elbe Grand Hotel. In an emergency, get the
ground station to relay you to my SID.”


I watched her
on the monitor as she exited the ship and logged her out. The next day, I spent
time monitoring the few incoming messages, which the Comm officer usually did,
and redirecting them to the right mailboxes. A priority message came in for a
Petty Officer Lamsett and I passed it to him immediately. Over the next couple
of hours I couldn’t stop thinking about the priority message to
Lamsett—something about it felt wrong. I retrieved the system’s copy and put it
back up on the screen.



 

Lamsett,


Your sister is critically ill. Your father is concerned
and wishes you could do something about it, but he knows you can’t come to
Saipha.


Talk to your four brothers. They are in Elbe.


Love, Mother.



 

I thought it a
bit strange that message originated on Elbe, so I accessed Lamsett’s file. That
made the message stranger than before. He wasn’t from Saipha. He was from Echo
in the Darkov section.


<Parents
could have moved from Echo to Saipha.>


<Could be.
He claimed he had no brothers or sisters.>


<Could be
brothers by law. Five years on Elbe. Marriage.>


< Could be.
What could he do to help his sister, who is critically ill?>


<Could want
by her side. He wrote her lot.>


< Could be.
Why are his four brothers in Elbe?>


<Could travel lot.>


<Too many
could be’s.> I picked up my SID and called Terril.


“Yes, Commander,”
she said formally.


I guessed she
didn’t know who might be with me. Besides, what was she supposed to call me
while on duty—hey Nadya?


“I’m declaring
a Ship Emergency; however, alert only Scorpions. I want all contractors
escorted off the ship. You should consider each of them armed and dangerous. No
one is to enter the ship without my personal permission, including the Captain.
Petty Officer Lamsett is to be arrested on sight.”


Even if I’m right, I’m probably
overacting. This is probably going to get me demoted or worse.


<Right action.>


“Nadya, you
damn well wait there until I get an escort to you.” She clicked off. I decided
she was right. I paced the floor waiting. I heard shooting and drew my shard
gun. Thanks to Terril, I actually knew how to use it with some degree of competency.
She’d literally forced me to take lessons after the incident at Sparrows Nest
where we were attacked planetside by a group of men. We weren’t carrying any
weapons at the time because of the city ordinances. They were. Terril and I got
separated. While on my own, I managed to get hold of a shard gun, but fortunately,
I was rescued before I’d been forced to use it. Probably a good thing, since
like most sailors I was minimally qualified with one.


“Commander
Reese, it’s Gunny Terril,” the voice on the other side
of the door said. I released the lock and stepped into the corridor. One
Scorpion was on the ground injured and two civilians lay dead. She pointed.
“One was carrying a military grade rocket gun, the other a five-centimeter
laser.”


“Have you found
Lamsett yet?” I asked as I began running down the corridor towards his room.


“We have a fire
fight near the entrance to the missile bay.” Terril paused. “Two more civilians
are dead. Both carried laser and shard guns. They found Lamsett just down the
hall,” she whispered.


<r-Anath shot.>


I began running
faster. When I turned the corner, I saw two guards holding Lamsett, and r-Anath
lying in a pool of blood. I knelt and touched her.


<Our sister dead.>


“NOOO!” I took two steps in Lamsett’s direction when all my
muscles froze, and I collapsed.


“Reese, are you
all right?” Terril asked. I could feel her warn breath on my face. I couldn’t
talk.


<“I stop her.”> In my head I heard Thalia speaking for me, using my voice.


“I’m speaking
to Thalia?” Terril’s voice trembled.


<“Take Lamsett away.”>


“Why did you
stop her?”


<“Not Riss way.”>


“You heard the
Commander. Take him to the brig. Post a guard on him, and no visitors.”


“What about a
doctor, Gunny? When Lamsett ran, the Riss was faster than us and chased him. He
shot her several times as he ran, but as the r-Anath fell, she shredded Lamsett’s
calves. We’ve applied tourniquets, but—”


“Take him to
the brig. After he’s been secured, call the medics. Tell them there’s no rush
as you’ve stopped the bleeding.”


“Yes, Gunny. I’m sure his injuries look much worse than they are.
I’ll send someone to clean up the mess.”


I was lying there, tears streaming down my face, wanting to thrash
and scream, but I couldn’t move. I felt Terril holding me tight, her face
against mine.


<Why
r-Anath? It should be me. The raiders wanted me, not her.>


<She
sacrificed life for Riss.>


Mercifully, I
passed out.

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 22



 

When I woke, I
lay on my bunk, and Terril sat in my chair.


“Am I under
arrest?” I asked. Terril must be guarding me. I was surprised I wasn’t in the
brig or the hospital in restraints. I didn’t care. R-Anath was dead, and it was
my fault.


“I don’t think
so.”


“Why are you
here?”


“Can’t I visit
a good friend? Although I admit, you haven’t been too talkative. The Captain
said he’d like to see you in his office, after you’ve rested, washed, and had a
good meal. You’ve been resting for eight hours. I guess all you need to do now
is wash and eat.”


“Thank you,
Terril. You’re a good friend.”


I washed and
dressed in a clean dress uniform. If the Captain wanted to see me, I should be
formally dressed. Terril and I went to the one and only functional mess hall and
ate. Then, reluctantly, I went to the captain’s office. Terril started to leave
when the Captain acknowledged my knock.


“Gunny, don’t
leave,” Sakaata said.


We entered and
saluted.


“Relax and sit.
I’ve looked at the two monitors that you were examining before you called a
Ship Emergency. At first I didn’t understand, until I began to see the many
inconsistencies. I’m afraid none of us would have noticed anything wrong. I’m
curious, why did you say not to admit me?”


“I didn’t want
you hurt. If the killers were inside, I didn’t want anyone else exposed to
them.”


“I understand
Thalia took control of you. Why?”


“Because I wanted to rip Lamsett’s throat out. She stopped me.”


“Why?”


“Because revenge isn’t the Riss way.”


“Yes, the Riss
aren’t what they appear. I’d never really talked with a Riss. When I heard what
had happened I called r-Maia and r-Kojin into my office and took the time to
listen. I learned that it isn’t the Riss way to kill except to defend the
Riss—not themselves. I told them that didn’t make sense, since r-Anath tore
half way through his legs with her claws. She knew he wouldn’t survive without
medical intervention. And he wouldn’t have if the guards hadn’t applied tourniquets
to both legs. R-Maia said the Riss named you the River that runs between two
Mountains and explained that you were the Riss’ future; therefore, any Riss
would die to protect you. To kill for you was to kill to protect the Riss.” She
took a sip of water as she stared at me.


I couldn’t help
it, I cried.


<Do not cry,
little one. You would die for Riss. No difference.>


<I don’t
want Riss to die.>


<Riss not
want you to die.>


It made no
sense, yet it made sense. Nevertheless, I wanted to lie down and pull the
covers over my head.


“I now
understand your love of the Riss. I was amazed at their idea of operating a
starship. They told me there would be no rank, and no one in charge. Each Riss
would have a job that she did for the good of the ship. The Captain was just another
job. I would love to be on that ship. I’m sure most humans couldn’t understand
that concept or how it could work. They are definitely a race worth saving and
will make good allies.”


“I’ll have to
convene an inquiry,” Sakaata said after a long pause. “It will have to involve
everyone on the ship, because you called a Ship Emergency. However, I believe
you…and Thalia…acted appropriately.”


* * * *


The inquiry
took two full days. Every Scorpion, sailor, and contractor was questioned. The
conclusion was that everyone acted appropriately.


Afterward, I
found myself sitting back in the Captain’s office.


“I have a
personal favor, which I believe will work to your advantage. Elbe’s ruling
families would like to meet a Riss-human and a Riss. For that favor, they will
arrange for you, the Riss, and any guests to vacation at their back country retreat.
It’s near a small town, lots of snow, and thousands of hectares of wilderness,”
Sakaata said and smiled. “In return, the navy gets good will and cooperation.”


“Ma’am, I would
do it for either reason. I endure for the Riss, and I owe the SAS for the
opportunity.”


* * * *


The next
evening, the Captain, his staff, Terril and an escort, r-Kojin, and I were
shuttled to the Head of the families’ hundred and eighty thousand square meter
mansion. We arrived in dress whites and were escorted to a medium sized reception
room. Two women and four men stood in the middle of the room, dressed formally.
The men wore black shoe length pants and short waistcoats with metals and
decorations. White shirts closed at the neck, prominently displayed a red ribbon
holding a gold medallion—each different. They probably designated their
official capacity or family. The women were wearing long low-cut gowns of
varying colors, matching silk-like embroidered jackets, and lots of jewelry on
their arms and around their necks.


The
environment, however, appeared informal. When we entered, they were gathered in
a small group, standing with drinks in hand. I couldn’t help but smile at their
expressions when they saw us. A few actually took a step backward. R-Kojin was
the attraction, but I got all the questions. They were fascinated with the idea
that I was carrying a Riss inside me and how she got there. There was some
discussion of the raider’s infiltration of the Snowcat and subsequent
action. After two hours of questions, they took us into the hall where another
fifty people waited with the same questions. I moved from being an attraction
to a battle veteran when a few people recognized the metals I wore. When the
evening ended, they arranged for several shuttles to take us to their retreat.
I have to admit, the visit was fun and provided a
pleasant diversion.


* * * *


Thirty-one
Riss, Alena, Terril, eight Si’jin students, and I arrived at the Elbe Valley
retreat the next day—Elissa and Jaelle were still recovering from their wounds.
We were the town’s main attraction the first day and everything was free.


“Terril,
tomorrow Alena and I are going into the mountains with the Riss. They
desperately need the time outdoors.”


“I don’t know if I can take another adventure with you for a while. You
do seem to attract some shady characters. Nevertheless, I’m going along but I’d
like to leave the Scorpions here in town. They look like they’re having fun.”


“I’d like to
say there shouldn’t be any trouble, but I’m getting paranoid. And I do
appreciate you coming with me, although I think you would have a better time
here in town. I’ll understand if you’d like to stay. Going with me isn’t going
to be much of a vacation.” I would’ve loved to stay in town with Terril, but I
owed my Riss-sisters.


<They happy alone.>


<We are
their sisters. We belong with them.>


<Thank you. Pretty soon stop calling you little one.>


“I want to go
with you, Nadya. I know you’re a sister to the Riss. I’d like to think we were
sisters too.”


I felt like
crying when she gave me a hug.


<This crying
has got to stop.>


<Why?>


<It’s
embarrassing.>


<Honest emotion. You high-Riss.
Nothing to prove.>


* * * *


We spent two
fantastic weeks in the mountains, which were filled with trees, rivers,
waterfalls, and snow. Many times Terril and I sat around a small fire eating
and drinking a hot cup of kaffa while the Riss roamed. We shared stories of our
early lives and developed a bond of real sisters. I hated to see the two weeks
end. I think everyone was sad to leave Elbe Valley.


I worked
another two-week shift. This time it was uneventful. Then I spent another two
weeks in Elbe Valley. This time Elissa and Jaelle when along.
When we got back, the Snowcat was conducting acceptance trials. My
sisters and I were rejuvenated and ready to return to work. A week later, we
left Elbe for Eden. The Snowcat was functional, but not ready for raiders.

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 23



 

We arrived in
Eden one week later and received a hero’s welcome. Everyone had heard about the
battle of Elbe. It was the largest engagement with the raiders and the SAS had
triumphed—again. No one thought of the hundreds of lives lost or the two
Hunters that were destroyed. The Eden Repair facility, Midas, declared
the Snowcat to costly to bring up to operational readiness and sent it
to the space graveyard for salvage.


The survivors
were given a month’s leave after an official ceremony where everyone received
at least one metal: everyone earned the Battle of Elbe metal and the
meritorious Service award, nearly half earned the Purple
Heart, and one-fourth the Bronze Star. The Bridge officers, several section officers,
and the Shark pilots received the Silver Star. I’m not sure why I received the
Distinguished Service metal—but you couldn’t refuse an award without embarrassing
some very senior officers. The Riss wondered why they had received metals for
doing their job, but they accepted them for the recognition the Riss earned.


By accident, I
discovered that my love, Bradshaw, now a Lieutenant Commander, was on leave
awaiting assignment. We arranged to meet at the Military Headquarters, Apollo.
When I arrived, he was already standing on the steps of Apollo. I had to
admit he looked gorgeous in his dress whites with his cute round face, curly
brown hair, and that sunny smile. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed him. He
saluted me! I almost didn’t return it. I wanted him to kiss and hug me. Instead,
I got a salute. Slowly, I realized we were standing on the steps of Apollo,
where navy and army personnel were coming and going. Unconsciously, I had been
saluting every two minutes as I approached the building.


“Sorry, Sean, I
didn’t think about meeting here wearing uniforms.” I wasn’t used to being out
of uniform. As a Riss-human, I received less trouble in uniform. Even less
after the SAS authorized the Elbe survivors to wear red Aiguillettes. I never
thought about showing off.


“I understand.
A Riss-human out of uniform would be a convenient target for the ignorant. I
admit I’m a bit overwhelmed. You’ve got more meaningful medals than any of the
officers I’ve served with. Hephaestus really does produce fast track
officers.” He moved closer and gave me a kiss on my cheek. It left me feeling
dizzy.


“If you have
and would like to... I’d like to spend some time with you up country.” I hoped he
still felt something for me and didn’t feel intimidated by the rank or awards.


<Better man than that. Likes you.>


<Enough?>


<Yes.>


“Yes, Nadya,
I’ve leave time and would love to go with you up country.” He smiled. I would
have danced right there except anyone passing by would assume the Riss had
taken control of me, and probably shot me.


“I have one
small condition. I have thirty-one Riss that need to go with us. If you go,
they will be happy to wander the wilds.” I crossed my fingers—bad enough being
with a Riss-human without a troop of Riss accompanying him.


“Being around
you certainly isn’t boring. I’d like to meet the Riss. How do we get there?”


“The navy will
provide shuttles to take us there and pick us up.”


“It’s a date.”
He kissed me on the other cheek. One more kiss and I
wouldn’t need a shuttle.


* * * *


We chose Land’s
End, a small tourist town at the northwestern part of the continent. The town
boasted six luxury resorts. Four shuttles picked us up at the Zann House and
landed three kilometers from the resorts. The SAS had sent ten Scorpions along
to deal with possible problems. Four stayed with the shuttles while the other
six followed the Riss into the wilderness. Alena, Elissa, and Jaelle went
along. I felt sorry for the Scorpions. They were trained for all terrain, but
the Riss were born in the mountain wilderness. One Shuttle continued on and
dropped Sean and I at the resort. We received a few stares and a lot of
whispering when we entered the lobby in our dress whites but none of the hostility
to which I’d become accustomed. I wasn’t sure if it was the dress uniforms, the
red Aiguillettes, or my handsome companion. I felt too happy to care.


The Retreat Top
hotel had four restaurants, mineral springs, exercise rooms, shops, and
personal care facilities. Sean and I ate at each of the restaurants when we
weren’t indulging in our own in room exercise and personal care program. We
didn’t discuss the navy, war, assignments, or even the end of our vacation. The
last few days, we trekked into the mountains and spent it outdoors with the
Riss. The Scorpion escorts looked exhausted.


“Commander, I’d
love to be able to run, jump, and climb like the Riss. They are amazing and
gentle. Several times, they carried us over or around places it would have
taken us hours to negotiate. We were all nervous when we got the assignment,
but it’s not only been a fantastic experience but fun,” the Master Sergeant in
charge said with a grin.


That night we
made a small fire and I answered questions about Elbe and Lords Landing. They
particularly enjoyed my stories about Master Gunnery Sergeant Terril.


* * * *


One morning,
two days later, the master sergeant got a priority call on his SID.


“Ma’am, a
Lieutenant McCabe has just arrived on Admiral Plimson’s shuttle. He has orders
to take you and Commander Bradshaw back to Eden. You are to report to the
Admiral tomorrow morning. The Riss can stay.”


The thought of
going back was worse than I thought. I knew I wouldn’t see Sean again for
years. Worse, the Riss would be cooped up and in harm’s way. I would have loved
to drag Sean and the Riss into the mountains and stay forever.


<You Riss. Leader.>


I felt her
grin.


<You
Bully.>


Yes, like it or
not I had responsibilities that superseded my personal wants and desires. The
shuttle dropped us at Zann House where I had temporary quarters. Bradshaw
stayed the night, which helped with the transition back to reality.


* * * *


When I arrived the next morning, I was led directly to Plimson’s office
and found Vice Admirals Zann and Youell already there with kaffa and goodies of
various sorts. I had barely saluted when Plimson waved me to an empty chair. A
young Petty Officer brought me a cup of kaffa and placed it on a small portable
table along with an assortment of Petit Fours. Everyone looked relaxed—it felt
like the calm before the storm.


<Nice
snacks.>


<Means a big bill.>


<Maybe good news.>


< Do they
seem in a good mood?>


<Apprehensive. Zann’s Riss, Danu, won’t answer me.>


<Does that
sound good?>


“Reese, you
present us with a dilemma. We aren’t sure what to do with you. Thirty percent
of the available personnel dislike or mistrust Riss-humans. Add another thirty
percent when the Riss are included. Add another twenty percent when they
realize their superior may be a Riss-human, and another ten percent when they
know it’s you. You are seen as a harbinger of destroyed ships. Much like the
raiders must consider you a harbinger of their crushing defeats. Only the
Scorpions unanimously want to crew with you. The numbers may be inflated
somewhat, but you get the idea. The easy answer is to assign you to Pandora,
SAS War College, to teach a series of classes on war. You certainly have more
experience than any naval officer on active duty.” He paused and took a sip of
his kaffa.


“But we agree
we want you on active duty. You seem to have a feel for the way the Raiders
think, and you and Thalia have been creative in fighting them. Captain Sakaata
gave you an excellent review and told us something neither Youell nor I knew.
During his discussions with the Riss, she found your Riss name is River that
runs between two mountains, and the Riss consider you their future. She
learned that any Riss would give her life to save yours.


“We’ve known
for a long time that you were the glue that held the Riss-human program together.
We didn’t know what you meant to the Riss. If we wrapped you in a cocoon, you’d
be safe but no longer the Riss’ future. In summary, we want you hunting
raiders, but we don’t know where to assign you. Would you like to suggest
something?”


<They vulnerable.>


I could feel
her amusement.


<Why me? I
just want to do my service with you and show the Riss would make good partners.
I don’t want this responsibility.>


<You high-Riss. Must fill your position.>


“I would like
to go to Saipha and pick up another nine Riss. That will bring the count up to
forty and enough for two or more in each section.”


“You are
putting more of the Riss at risk. Forty-nine have already died. What would
happen in another fight with the raiders with another forty Riss on board?” Zann
asked, frowning at me.


“Ma’am,
hundreds will die in defense of the SAS. It’s the price of going to the stars.”


“Yes, they
named you correctly,” Zann said, her voice barely
above a whisper.


“Commander,
stay available while we consider your request and where to assign you.”


* * * *


Two days went
by before I was summoned back to Plimson’s office. The same three were there
when I arrived.


“Reese, we have
decided a small cruiser would be best. First, it would be easier to find a full
crew. We concur with your request to bring the Riss crew back up to forty. If
they’re to be our partners, they need to learn how to maintain ships. The next
problem is finding a Captain. Since the assignment will be to find the
raiders—not fight, anyone with little or no experience wouldn’t be a good
choice. We need someone with a great deal of experience; however, anyone with
experience is assigned to a Hunter or Heavy cruiser. A Light cruiser would be
considered a demotion. You have excellent raider experience but have little experience
in commanding.” He stared at me for a long time. “I have decided to make you a
Captain. As such, you will have your choice of crew.”


<Admiral make good choice.>


<I was
uncomfortable being a lieutenant commander.>


<You high-Riss.>


<That’s your
answer for everything.>


<Good
answer.>


“Reese, we are
as uncomfortable as you are, but we believe it’s the best solution. The Riss
want the chance to prove they will make good partners. This is their
opportunity. According to Sakaata, the Riss want no rank or officers. Each has
a position and no one is more important than another. I would like to see a
cruiser someday with all Riss. Today your position is Captain.”


“Reese, what
position will Lieutenant Commander Bradshaw fill?” Zann asked.


<I’d love to
have Sean with me. My heart aches to be with him.>


<Not heart. Sex organs.>


< If I
don’t, I won’t see him for years. I think I love him.>


<Riss
understand.>


“No, Ma’am. He
would be a distraction. There will be too many lives at stake for me to be any
less than I can.” My heart broke when I said it, but I knew it was the right
thing to do. They looked at each other and nodded.


“Effective
immediately you are promoted to Captain. I’ll have a list of lieutenant
commanders for you to interview tomorrow. The interviews will be held in my
office. Dress in civilian clothes. I’ll direct the interview. It’ll give you a
better feel for the candidates and an opportunity to ask questions before
deciding. It’ll also keep your promotion a secret for now. In the mean time,
we’ll find you a cruiser.”


* * * *


“Well, Captain
Reese, are you ready to select an XO for your new command?” Plimson said with a
devilish smile. I couldn’t help but admire the man. He’d taken risk after risk
for me and the Riss. Each time he risked his career, gambling that the Riss
would make a significant contribution to the SAS if they were given the
opportunity.


“Sir, I don’t
know. What I do know is that you are risking your career on me for the sake of
the Riss, and I’ll do the best I can.”


“That is all I
or the Riss can ask, Nadya.” He nodded. The use of my first name somehow made
it a personal commitment between us. I felt a lump in my chest. Before I could
think of anything to say, he waved me to a chair slightly to the rear of where
the interviewee would be sitting. I had gone shopping for civilian clothes
yesterday, accompanied by Terril and two Scorpions. Ironically, I didn’t have
appropriate civilian clothes for this meeting. I didn’t need them on the ship,
and I wouldn’t think of going planetside out of uniform. I sat on the right
side of the room, so that my tattoo wasn’t visible, and had a tablet in my lap
like a secretary would. As I sat, Plimson keyed his comm.


“Lieutenant
Carlson, bring in Lieutenant Commander Patersen,”


The door
opened, and a broad-shouldered man entered, took three steps, stopped, and
saluted. “Lieutenant Commander Patersen reporting as ordered, sir.”


“At ease, Patersen, and have a seat. I’m looking for a commander
to fill the position of XO on a Light cruiser. The cruiser will be charged with
finding raiders and consequently the job is potentially dangerous. Would you be
interested?”


“Yes, sir.”


“How do you
feel about having Riss onboard?”


“I don’t think
that would make for an efficient ship.” Judging by the slight eye movement in my
direction when he entered the room, he had dismissed me as unimportant.


“What about a
Riss-human?”


“They’re
unstable. I’ve heard most of them have already flunked out of the program.” I
typed “No” on my SID, which was currently linked to the Admiral’s monitor.
Plimson asked several more questions relating to Patersen’s experience before
dismissing him.


“Thank you, Commander, you’ll be notified of my decision.”


The day dragged
on as I rejected candidate after candidate. Some just didn’t want anything to
do with the Riss, some distrusted them without knowing any thing about them,
others thought they deserved better than a Light cruiser, and others were
obviously inflexible. They were rejected before they could be asked how they
would like a Riss-human for a Captain.


It was past
dinnertime when the last of the six candidates had been interviewed. Plimson
called it quits for the day and took me to the Admiral’s dining hall for
dinner. The room looked like any expensive restaurant. The tables had cloth
coverings, crystal glasses, silver cutlery, and the chairs had padding
embroidered with the SAS seal. And, waiters took your order from a menu and delivered
it to the table. I sat with my mouth open. I knew rank had its privileges, but
this...


<Not Riss
way.>


I almost choked
on the appetizer I was chewing. Talk about deflating my balloon.


“Well, Reese,
you can see the problem we were having placing you. You were a problem before
your promotions. It’s no longer working with
but now working for a Riss-human.
You’ve exhausted the list of lieutenant commanders personnel considered
eligible based on time in grade and experience, and ironically, well liked by
their peers and subordinates. I’m afraid the next batch will be new lieutenant
commanders with little or no experience.”


<Soon we’ll
be down to lieutenants.>


<Maybe
better.>


* * * *


The interviews
started early. Personnel had selected ten candidates. Six candidates and two
hours later, even Plimson was getting tired. I felt like I should take the best
I’d seen for his sake.


<Not good
idea.>


<I know.>


The next
candidate was a young woman, eight years older than me with a good record.
She’d been recently promoted and had little experience.


“You’ve been a
Lieutenant Commander for only two years. Which Captains have you served under?”
Plimson asked. I felt he had his fingers, toes, and eyes crossed that this one
would be acceptable.


“Captains Gebauer and Jordanno. I was the assistant Navigator under
Captain Gebauer and assistant Tactical officer under Captain Jordanno.”


“What was your
opinion of your Captains?” I couldn’t refrain from interrupting. She turned
towards me with surprise. I think she’d been too nervous to notice me before.


“Ma’am, both
Captains were excellent officers.”


A good answer given the circumstances.


“Commander,
what were their differences?” I wanted her opinion. It was important. She
looked at Plimson hoping for help. When he didn’t say anything, she reluctantly
answered.


“Captain
Gebauer was fair and very exacting. Captain Jordanno was a good leader—not that Captain Gebauer wasn’t.” I felt sorry for her. It
had been a difficult question to answer. She understood junior officers didn’t
criticize senior officers and especially a Captain.


<Smart woman.>


<Obviously
wasn’t impressed with Gebauer. Get points for that.>


I decided to
take over the interview. “What do you think about working with Riss?”


“I’ve never met
one. I think it would be exciting. Their appearance is scary, but they must be
brave. They fought on the Snowcat.”


<I like
her.>


“What about a
Riss-human?”


“That would be
an honor. The Commander has the most battle experience of any officers in
recent years.” She flushed. “She’s interested me, so I’ve followed her career.”


<I really
like her.>


“What about
working for a Riss-human?” I turned my face towards her. Nasty, but I had to
know if she was being honest. Her mouth dropped open, she flushed red, and then
braced back to attention.


“Thank you,
Commander Varisko. We’ll let you know our decision,” Plimson said. Varisko
braced to attention, saluted, did a perfect turn, and exited the office.


“With your
permission Admiral, Lieutenant Commander Varisko is my XO.”


“Why, Reese?” He frowned. I knew why. He thought I liked her because
Varisko appeared to idolize me. He was wrong.


“First, she
recognized Captain Gebauer as inflexible, although she was careful not to say
that. Second, she recognized Jordanno’s flexibility made him a good leader.
Furthermore, she is not afraid of new things—like the Riss. Lastly, she reacted
like Master Wei had when I first met him at Hephaestus. I asked him why
he didn’t notice my tattoo. He said, I saw you, not
your face.”


“Yes, those are
valid reasons. Varisko is promoted to acting Commander and is your new XO. Her orders will be ready tomorrow. By the way,
your cruiser is new. Trials have just finished. Do you have a suggested name?”


“Mongoose.”


“Yes, an
excellent name. I can understand why the raiders don’t like you. I’ll let the
yard know. Captain, I’m taking a chance on you. Don’t let me down. It’s not
nice for the Chief of Military Operations to be wrong. Good hunting, Captain
Reese.”


* * * *


For the next
week, Varisko and I sat in the army’s training bay, interviewing potential
candidates. We’d been at it for six hours and were mentally exhausted. I had
filled two hundred of the four hundred navy positions and none of the fifty
army slots when Terril entered, braced to attention, and saluted.


“Terril, thank
the Space Gods you’re here.”


“The line was
long.” She smiled.


“When did that
ever stop you? Sit. I have some potential Scorpions and Wasps in bay 23;
however, you’re free to pick any fifty you want. You have my authorization.”


“You want me to
do all the work, Master Reese? You’re the Captain.”


I laughed at my
XO’s expression. She sat there speechless with her mouth open and eyes wide.


“It’s no work,
Master Terril. You already have a list of names. Go get them. I want them on
board in two days. I’d like to leave in four. The raiders miss us. By the way,
do you have a Colonel?” Varisko’s stare locked onto to Terril, like it would reveal
some secret.


“No, I can
handle any one you pick. Who do you have so far?”


“Higgins,
Starken, and Van Herman.”


“Starken’s
good.”


“See you in two
days. I haven’t had anyone to fight in months.”


“I hope you’ve
got a doctor picked out.” She stood, saluted and did an about face that would
have impressed a drill sergeant.


“You obviously
know her from before,” Varisko said.


“Yes. She has
more battle ribbons than any navy person we’re going to take on this cruiser.
Most were earned with me. I’d trust her with my life.”


“I wonder if
you or she would take me on as a student. I’ve earned four knots and would like
to continue learning.”


“Because I did?”


“In the beginning—now for myself.”


* * * *


I’d wanted to
take all the Riss-humans with me, but Sakaata had called me and suggested Alena
and Petra join her crew. She had been given the Cougar, a newly
commissioned Hunter. She’d argued that the Riss-humans needed more exposure if
they were going to be accepted. Beside, what if the Mongoose was
destroyed—cheery thought—the Riss would suffer without a Riss-human to replace
me.


<Sneaky argument.>


<She right.>


<Devious woman.>


<She right.>


<Because it
worked, doesn’t make it less devious.>


<She smart
woman.>


I gave in.
Sakaata and Thalia were right. So far, I’d been lucky to survive the three
engagements with the raiders, when so many had died. It could happen, so I
agreed to encourage them to sign on with her.


I’d taken the
four Riss-humans aside after my talk with Sakaata.


“As you already
know, I’ve been promoted to Captain and given a Light cruiser named the Mongoose.
The mission is to find the raiders, not to engage them. That doesn’t guarantee
we won’t see action. Captain Sakaata has convinced me it would be a tragedy for
the Riss if all of us were killed, since there would be no advocates remaining
for the Riss, except for Damion. Honestly, I’m not sure Damion would want or accept
that responsibility. Captain Sakaata would like Alena and Petar to join her
crew. She’s assured me you would be given positions appropriate to your current
rank. Speaking of rank, your promotions to lieutenant commander have been made
permanent based on your performances on the Snowcat and Leopard.”


“Thank you,
Nadya... Captain.” The four said almost simultaneously.


“Nadya is all right when we’re in private.” I hated having to insist on
standard military protocol when not alone. The Riss would consider it unnecessary;
however, humans needed rank and titles for discipline and ego. “You have not
only earned the promotion, but you have been a credit to the Riss.”


“I would prefer
to stay with you Nadya, but I think Sakaata is right. Besides, she’s a good
Captain and not hostile toward the Riss or us,” Alena said. Petar nodded
agreement.


“I’m glad that’s settled. Jaelle, you’ll be in charge of the Weapons
group. Elissa, you’ll be in charge of the Shuttle maintenance group.” I decided
to leave Damion on Saipha—the Cougar could also be destroyed. The week
had been a whirlwind of activity and surprises. It amazed me the power a
Captain wheeled. She was truly a Space Goddess.


* * * *


Three days
later, I sat in the Captain’s chair feeling like a young girl sitting in a
grownup’s over-sized chair. I had sat in the captain’s chair on the Snowcat,
when I stood watch as XO, but then I was responsible for the watch—not four hundred
and seventy-five lives of which forty would be my Riss-sisters. Worse, this
voyage would determine the faith of the Riss—success would mean more Riss on
SAS ships. Failure might be the death of the program.


“XO, prepare
the Mongoose for departure.”


“Aye, Aye,
Captain. Comm, request clearance to depart station.”


“Station has
cleared us, Ma’am.” I could see Varisko pause when Gelman, a lieutenant
commander, referred to her as ma’am. I knew how it felt when people your equal
or previously senior to you, deferred to you.


“Helm, ahead
slow. Nav, plot us a course to Saipha.”


A few minutes
later, Orroto reported, “Three days, four hours. XO.”


<Looks good.>


< I wonder
what he would think if he knew we were checking his calculation?>


<You Captain.>


<I’m
surprised you didn’t say high-Riss.>


<Glad you
remember.>


The tingle of
her laughter felt good.


“Helm, half
speed, heading zero-two-five by one-one-six,” Varisko said reading from the
Navigational monitor.


“XO, you have
the watch.”


“Yes, Captain.
I have the watch.” She looked nervous. I could understand her apprehension, but
I felt certain she would be a good XO as soon as she had a chance to grow into
her new position. I hoped I would do as well as Captain.


<Do
well.>


<How do you
know?>


<Riss position. No choice.>


A ripple of
amusement followed. It relaxed me regardless of the absurdity of the statement.
We were on our way to Saipha to pickup additional Riss and then to find the
raiders. I exited the Bridge and made my way to Intel. Two Scorpions stood
guard. They braced to attention and no ID check.


“Morning,
Captain.”


“Morning,
Sergeant. Gunny tells me you fifty are the best of the Scorpions. I’m glad
you’re aboard.”


“Thank you, Ma’am.”
They grinned as I passed. I’m sure it was true. In any case, it was a Captain’s
job to maintain the ship’s morale.


“Captain.” Iglis straightened as I entered. I had got her a
promotion to Commander for this assignment. It was no present. She’d earned the
extra stripe.


“Relax, Iglis.
Why don’t you get Master Chief Drock and we’ll meet in your conference room.”
She flushed before turning to get Drock.


The new
conference room was smaller than the one on the Snowcat, but it had been
painted a quiet green, the table a dark-brown wood,
and the chairs covered in a tan leather-like material that still had that new
smell.


“Captain it’s a
pleasure to meet you. You’re well thought of among the chiefs.” He saluted,
although it wasn’t necessary. I shook my head.


“I wished our
ship’s Comm worked as well as the chief’s network. Sit. What do you have on the
Vancil and have you isolated the raider’s merchant ship operating in the
Oracle sector?”


“The Vancil
is still operating. It surprised me, since you found the raider fleet. Chief
Drock and I feel they aren’t aware that they’ve been compromised. The Vancil
stopped at the Elbe station while the Snowcat was being repaired. We’ve
just established they dropped off four men, who claimed to be visiting
friends.” The overhead monitor showed the records they’d found. I’d dropped my
guard and r-Anath had died for my failure.


<Not
god.>


<I knew the
raiders were after me.>


<Iglis in hospital. Intel destroyed in battle. No
crystal ball.>


<I’m
high-Riss.>


<Hate admit high-Riss not perfect. Just
close.>


I felt her
grinning.


<They owe
us.>


<They need
be stopped.> Thalia dampened the hate. They needed to be stopped—not to
avenge the dead but to save the living.


“Where is the Vancil
now and what’s its next stop?”


The monitor
flickered and the information on the Vancil appeared. It was in Wallowa
and its next scheduled planet was Yamhill. I smiled at them. That was why I’d
selected Iglis on the Snowcat.


“Watch the Vancil
and try and determine which merchant is the raider’s other collaborator. My
judgment was well placed, Commander. You and the Master Chief, keep up the good
work.” As I rose, Iglis tried unsuccessfully not to smile.

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 24



 

We had just
settled into an orbit over Lanfal, which had no orbiting space station, to
pickup another nine Riss. A time of conflicting emotions: the joy of taking the
Riss to the stars and sending more to their deaths.


<No safe way
to stars.>


And it was too
late to turn back. I’d committed the Riss, when I negotiated for the Snowcat. Now the Riss had gone too far
to turn back.


<Then we
must make sure we get there.> I decided to visit Colonel Starken before
authorizing the shuttles to leave for the Riss Conclave. Major Hickson could be
a problem. When I reached the Scorpions’ area, Starken was going over the most
recent weapons inventory.


“Captain Reese,
are you looking for me?” he asked and stood when he saw me stop at his office
door.


“Yes, Colonel. If you have a moment, I’d like to talk with you.”


“Come in,
Captain. If you have time, I’ll have Sergeant Watsin round up some kaffa.”


Starken wasn’t
what I would’ve thought of as the quintessential Scorpion officer with his
receding-gray hair, round face with chicken feet around his deep-set eyes, and
wide flat nose. Although his body was stocky, he didn’t appear to have any excess
weight. Terril had told me he’d practiced Si’jin earlier in his career and had
earned six knots. He had a silver star and two battle ribbons from skirmishes
with the UPN. It just proved you couldn’t tell anything important about a
person from his or her looks. He gave me a long thoughtful look as he took a
sip of kaffa Watsin had served us.


“You have a
unique style, Captain Reese. You merely had to request my presence, yet you
chose to come visit me. In my experience, that’s a first. If you’ll pardon my
candor, given you’re the youngest and most highly decorated Captain I’ve ever
served with, I would have expected you to be more...pretentious. And if that
weren’t strange enough, your a Si’jin Master and can stand toe to toe with my
Gunny, who could put any Scorpion on his ass. It leads me to believe serving
with you will be very interesting. Since I’m sure you had a reason for coming
to see me, what can I do for you?”


“I’d like a
favor, if you don’t mind.”


“Captain,
that’s the nicest order I believe I’ve ever had.” He gave me a slight nod to
continue.


“Not an order,
a favor. You know I’m sending two Riss and a Riss-human, Commander Jaelle, into
the Riss conclave along with a squad of your Scorpions. I’ve requested Gunny
Terril go along, since she’s been there before. Major Hickson maintains a
well-run garrison and takes his responsibilities seriously, but doesn’t respond
well to new situations. I’m afraid if he learns shuttles are going towards the
enclave, he might send armed shuttles after them and bad things could happen.”


“Sounds like you
know Major Hickson.”


“Yes. The major
and I met when I was a lieutenant delivering two Riss-humans to the Riss. He
overreacted.”


“And lost the encounter. Yes, I can see why. You’re easy to
get along with but, like a Si’jin master, hard to push around.” He laughed.
“I’d be glad to talk to Major Hickson. I think an annual inspection of the
garrison would be in order. It’s nice of you not to have him removed. Your
recommendation would be enough, especially if it concerned you and the Riss.”


“There’s no
reason. He runs a good garrison.”


<High-Riss hard to push. Too big.>


A grin spread
though me and I smiled.


“Is that the Riss... Thalia?
I’ve been told she causes you poorly timed smiles.”


“Yes, Thalia
finds everything amusing and frequently reminds me I’m high-Riss. But that’s a
story for another time.” I left for the Bridge, feeling I knew the colonel a
little better and had possibly made a friend.


“Comm, send the
following message to Saipha Control, ‘This is the SAS Light cruiser, Mongoose.
With your permission, we are launching a shuttle containing Colonel Starken.
His destination is the Lanfal Garrison.’”


“Sent,
Skipper,” Gelman replied. I smiled to myself. Skipper was a good sign.
“Control has acknowledged.”


“Tell Colonel
Starken he’s free to launch.”


I watched the
shuttle descend into Saipha space. Four hours later, I notified Saipha Control
I was preparing to launch three shuttles destined for the Riss Enclave. I
thought that would be plenty of time for Starken to distract Hickson.


“Gelman, general message to the ship. ‘General stand
down except for security.’” I expected a delay of four days. One
there, two days with the Riss, and one day back.


“Why, Skipper?”
Varisko asked. “We’re safe up here.”


“Varisko, the
raiders have infiltrated the navy, probably the army, and certainly have
contacts on most planets. And although I’ve no reason to suspect there’s one on
this ship, there’s no guarantee there isn’t. That’s for your ears only.” I
didn’t want a ship full of people spying on each other. The distrust would
adversely effect moral and degrade the Mongoose’s effectiveness. On the
other hand, my XO needed to know my concerns. While we waited, I reviewed the
progress Commanders Marken and Orroto were making on the Riss solutions. They
were doing well and had spent many hours in the simulator testing their
knowledge and using the equations. Although I didn’t expect it, my direct
reports seemed to be putting in extra hours.


<Follow your
example.>


<Should I
say something?>


<No. Set example. They follow.>


* * * *


Two days later,
Colonel Starken returned. Before I could arrange a meeting, there was a knock
at the door.


“Yes?” I have
yet to adapt to being a Captain. As a lieutenant, I had a utilitarian chair
squeezed in between my bunk and a pull-down desk. As a lieutenant commander, I
had a better chair and a slightly bigger room, and as the XO I had a large room
and my own Kleanzer. As Captain, I had a good-size room with a Kleanzer, a
conference room, and my own Scorpion security. It should have taken at least another
twenty years.


<High-Riss quick learners.>


I felt her
satisfying smile.


<You may be
ready. I’m not.>


“Ma’am, Colonel
Starken wishes to talk to you,” the young corporal said, with the door open
just enough to see me. I almost laughed at the thought. He was probably close
to my age.


“Send him in,
corporal.” I stood when Starken entered. I suppose Captains didn’t stand when
someone entered their office, but it seemed right to the lieutenant commander
who was impersonating a captain.


“Colonel,
there’s kaffa on the sideboard, if you want.”


“Thank you,
Captain.” He fetched himself a cup and sat in one of the padded chairs. “You
were right about Major Hickson. He’s a good Garrison Commander; however, he
doesn’t react well to new situations. He would
have sent shuttles after ours, if I hadn’t assured him
they had authorization from the Riss and the Mongoose’s Captain. I hope
you don’t mind that I didn’t mention your name.”


“You did right,
Colonel. There was no reason to upset him.” I was sure he would protect Saipha with
his life. That was all that mattered.


* * * *


Two days later,
Terril returned with the additional nine Riss. I was in the shuttle bay with
Elissa and the other Riss when the shuttles docked. Jaelle exited first, then
Terril. They stopped and saluted.


“Well, how did
it go?”


“There was
never any problem, and I loved it. I’ll never get over the experience of seeing
the Riss,” Jaelle said.


“It isn’t quite
the same without someone shooting at us,” Terril interjected with a grin. After
everyone had exited, I assembled them in an empty bay. First, we distributed
the Riss translators and arranged for three days of training. With the Riss’
ability to communicate via SV, I thought that would be sufficient to establish
a good basic set of words. Then Elissa, Jaelle, Thalia, and I created human
names for each of the Riss. That turned out to be a lot of fun for the Riss and
us, as we matched Goddesses to personalities. Finally, Thalia and I assigned
each Riss to a department and a job. I wanted at least two or three in each
section and two more on the Bridge during second shift. They needed to learn
how to repair and run a cruiser. I hoped one day they would fly their own
spaceship. In the mean time, they needed experience. Since there was an experienced
Riss from the Snowcat or Leopard in each section, I hoped the
misunderstandings would be minimal. At a meeting with the section chiefs and
their senior enlisted personnel, we developed a protocol for handling
problems—Elissa and Jaelle would be the primary interface with me the last
resort. I would have liked to be more involved, but I needed my full attention
on our mission.


* * * *


We remained in
orbit around Saipha, while the Riss were being acclimated to the translators
and their new responsibilities. There were few problems, because the crew was
used to working with the Riss and the new Riss had support from other Riss and
Riss-humans. After seven days, I felt the transition was proceeding reasonably
well. They needed experience but that could only come by doing, so I decided to
begin our mission.


I called a
staff meeting for my direct reports, including their Riss counterparts. It was
a scary sight and overwhelming for me to see everyone that reported directly to
me in one room. I had the primary Bridge officers, section chiefs, Striker Commander,
Iglis, and Starken. In addition, I’d included Master Chief Drock and Gunny
Terril. I had kaffa and snacks brought in an effort to make the meeting less
formal. Everyone sat there in silence, me included. I think I’d expected some
one else to run the meeting.


<They wait
on you.>


<Everyone
here is older than me and has more time in service. Forget it, I know. I’m
high-Riss.>


“Please start
eating. I’m too new to be formal. I want an open and honest discussion. I may
not follow your suggestions, but I want to hear them. I won’t be mad at anyone
for an honest opinion. I will, however, be upset if I get yes ma’am when you don’t mean it. In the end, it’s my
responsibility for the final decisions. I and only I will be responsible for
them.” I thought I saw some relaxation. “Commander Iglis, please begin with
your assessment of the raider’s collaborators.”


“Yes, Ma’am. The merchant Vancil has been identified as
looking for and providing information to the raiders on targets of opportunity
in the Darkov sector. They were responsible for the attack on the Snowcat,
while it was being repaired. The Vancil is currently in Wallowa. Its
next scheduled stop is Yamhill. Ironically, they appear unaware that we know
they work for the raiders. If they were, they wouldn’t have stopped at Elbe
when we were there. The other merchant, Horace, is in the Oracle sector
at Sellis Ledge.”


“Captain, since
we know their schedule, do you intend to find and destroy them? That will at
least cut off the raiders’ information,” Commander Byer, the Shark Commander,
asked.


<Have Sharks
must use.>


I shook my head in the negative. “Like you, I’d love to pay them back
for the suffering they’ve caused. But destroying them accomplishes nothing
except some temporary satisfaction. The raiders appear to have a large number
of spaceships—both Heavies and Lights. We’d be back trying to find their new
spies, and faced with the distinct possibility that they would change tactics.
It could be years before we could determine their new strategy for selecting
targets. In the mean time, many planets will suffer.”


“What about a
boarding action. With luck we might be able to get information on the raiders,”
Colonel Starken asked.


<Have
Scorpions must use.>


“Yes, Colonel
that’s why we’re here—to find raiders, not to engage them. While I agree an
action against one of the merchants for information probably fits into our
orders, I doubt the merchants are going to leave us any information that will
incriminate their clan. I think you’re right. With luck, we might find some.
But, we would be risking our present advantage on luck. I’m not denying that
we’ll need a lot of luck, but we need a solution that increases the odds in our
favor. And we can’t rely on capturing a raider and getting useful information
from him. They are clan and will fight to the death. If captured, I can tell
you from experience that they won’t talk even if tortured.”


“Iglis,” I
said, bringing the discussion back to the briefing.


“Captain Reese
believes that the raiders are composed of several or more clans that occupy a
planet like Eden, with equal manufacturing capability.”


That started
many small discussions, some very animated. Varisko appeared ready to bring the
meeting back to order. I shook my head.


<They
thought small.>


<Yes, a few isolated raiders to find and kill.> I loved talking
with Thalia, not just words but also the associated feelings. I waited for the
discussions to end. When it did, there were many flushed faces.


“If I’m right,
our objective is to find a planet, not a rag-tag group of raiders operating
from some lawless colony. To do that, we need every scrap of information those
merchants have, and we need it intact.” Heads nodded around the table. “Ladies
and gentlemen, when we finished this meeting, we leave for Yamhill. I plan to
capture the Vancil intact. I’ll want a plan to board the Vancil,
which provides contingences if the raider doesn’t cooperate.”


That produced
smiles all around the table.


“How many
Scorpions will we need? How do we insert them without raising suspicion? How do
we convince Yamhill that we’re on a routine patrol? How do we keep the Vancil from being suspicious? What happens
if... I’ll want input from each of you, even if you don’t feel your
department’s involved. Commander Iglis will coordinate with each department’s input.
Before we drop out of the Wave into Yamhill space, I want a plan. I want to
find that planet.” I looked round the table, and raise my cup. “To our success.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 25



 

“Why are we in
Yamhill waiting for the Vancil to arrive? They’ll rendezvous with us
soon enough. Won’t it be better for us to be hunting?” Imrade Te’Salle, the Coral’s second in command, asked. He and
Da’Maass sat at a small oval red-looking-wood table. Six empty Tseri ale
bottles littered the table along with plates littered with scraps of meat and
potatoes.


“Something
isn’t right, my friend. The SAS found Anton Ja’Tuva in Saipha, Tamerland, and again in Lords Landing, and
Sa’Velte in Elbe. Once is an accident, twice you might be tempted to say a
coincidence, but four times goes beyond accident or coincidence,” Da’Maass
said, slamming his massive fist on the table, causing bottles to shake and two
to fall. Da’Maass was a big man in height and girth. Right now his full, unruly
beard and mustache gave his broad face the look of a
enraged North American grizzly. Imrade flinched with the impact. Unlike his
Captain, Imrade was a thin, wiry man with a narrow face, scarred from his many
fights. He was quick to take offense and deadly with a knife.


“Are you saying
we have traitors among the clan?” Imrade’s glass hung in the air, halfway to
his mouth as he stared at his Captain.


“No. I don’t
believe we have anyone among us who would betray us. To do so would mean the
death of his or her family and clan. No. The SAS, UFN, and JPU have taught us
well. We have clan or we have nothing.” Da’Maass stood to empty his glass. He
retrieved several bottles of ale from a cooler and placed them on the table.
“No. I think someone, probably our dybbuk, discovered the Compton
was spying for us and deduced their pattern of stopping at planets, rendezvousing
with us, and us subsequently raiding planets they’d visited.”


“But the Compton is in the JPU now. And we’ve
changed tactics. We no longer target planets, but ships.”


“The dybbuk
is in our heads. She’s deduced that we continue to use merchants for spies and
have changed targets, and she’s identified the Vancil. According to
Le’Uenben in Eden, the SAS has given her a cruiser to hunt us!” Da’Maass flung
the bottle he’d just opened across the room, leaving a trail of ale splashing
across the table and floor as it flew towards the bulkhead. Shards of glass exploded
when the bottle slammed into the conference room wall. It seemed to calm him. Imrade
smiled. He’d served with Da’Maass for years and his Captain’s appearance masked
a shrewd mind and brilliant tactician. He would bet Da’Maass was right. He
raised his glass in silent salute to him.


“The dybbuk
bitch has had the nerve to name the ship the Mongoose. She will be at
one of the Vancil’s ports eventually, and we will be there to pluck her out of
space. I only hope that when we destroy the Mongoose, she remains alive.
I’ve never bedded a dybbuk. What sport that will be!” He leaned back in
his chair and roared with laughter.


“Speaking of
bedding—normal women, that is. Why the restriction on
the fifteen women we kept from our capture of the Traveler. Limiting
each woman to three men a day means a crewman has to wait over a week before he
gets another turn. Are we saving them for something?”


“The crew and
you, my friend, tend to think only about today. I can’t help but consider
tomorrow. We only kept fifteen. If I give the crew unlimited access to the
them, they would soon fuck one or two to death, one or two more would commit
suicide, leaving eleven. And before long, there would be none. Twice a month is
better than none a month. Besides trying to get a quicker turn is keeping them entertained. They’re now gambling for turns. Otherwise, they
would be bored and irritable.”


“Does the Vancil know we are waiting for them?”


“No. I want
them acting normal. We can’t be sure how the dybbuk is going to determine the right place or moment to attack. I
know Toma Ka’Baako’s crew wouldn’t do it on purpose, but I
don’t want them to act differently and potentially give away our presence.
We’ll wait and they’ll eventually come. I’m sure of it.” Da’Maass rose and
stretched. “Speaking of waiting, have someone bring the Lady Shirin to me. I’m
in need of entertainment while we wait on the dybbuk. Anticipation, my
friend, is the sweet nectar of life.”


* * * *


The capture of
the passenger ship Traveler had been almost boring. They had waited on
the path the ship would take to enter the Wave for its scheduled run to Neosho,
but well out of Wallowa’s observable space. With the Coral’s power reduced to the minimum to maintain the ship’s
environment, they were almost invisible—little more than one of the million asteroids
floating in space. When the
Traveler reached an area where it would be in missile range for
twenty-five minutes, the Coral
struck.


“Traveler,
this is the cruiser, Coral. You will
cut your engines and prepare to be boarded. If you choose to run, you will be
destroyed.” Da’Maass had waited five minutes for an answer. When none came, he
fired a missile, which detonated a hundred kilometers from the Traveler. Close enough for
the crew and passengers to feel energy from the explosion. The response had
been almost immediate.


“Coral, cease fire.
We are complying.” The Traveler,
cut its engines, allowing twenty raiders to board. The ship held over a hundred
passengers, who were either rich, in positions of power, or related to someone
who was.


“Listen up.
Remain in your seats. If you attempt to resist, bad things will happen to you
and those around you,” Lieutenant Wadin Da’Maass said. Big like his uncle the
Captain, he led the boarding party.


“Sergeant
Celio, you and your team take the passengers on the left side. Corporal Fidel,
take the ones on the right. Corporal Leon, you take the crew.” Wadin ordered.
Not five minutes later, a tall man, wearing an expensive silk suit, stood and
pointed at Wadin.


“I’m Governor
Claudio of the planet Tseri. When the SAS hears of this outrageous act of
piracy, they will hunt you down and hang each of you. If you leave now, I’ll
see that you are granted leniency.”


Wadin nodded to
Celio, who turned and drove the butt of his laser rifle into the Governor’s
face. Bones cracked and blood flew from his month and nose as he spun into the
woman sitting next to him. She looked like she wanted to scream, but managed to
remain silent.


“Anyone else
would like to lodge another ridiculous complaint? If we are caught, they will
hang us whether we stay or leave you unmolested. He,” Wadin pointed to the man
now lying on the floor, “would be the first to demand we be hanged regardless
of his word not to. And lastly, the SAS isn’t here, we are. You live or die at our will.”


Two hours
later, each passenger had been identified, as well as his or her function and
the reason for this trip. Their possessions had been searched and valuables
removed. And the women considered worth bedding segregated from the others. A
woman qualified if anyone would consider her worth bedding. That stretched the
age range from the teens to the fifties. They were then transferred to the Coral.
A prize team then took control of the
Traveler and headed for the JPN, where the passengers would either
be sold as slaves or kept for ransom.


* * * *


“Come,
Princess, the Captain is requesting your presence,” Sergeant Gorka said, after
unlocking and opening the door to one of the five cabins reserved for the
fifteen captive women. A tall, middle-aged woman rose from the cot she’d been
sitting on and straightened her blouse and skirt. She moved confidently, with a certain elegance. If Gorka hadn’t known better, he would
have thought she was getting ready to join a party thrown in her honor. Even discounting
her age, she was a beautiful woman. She had long red hair, a smooth complexion,
heart-shaped lips, and an hourglass figure that would make her a standout at
any function. She walked past Gorka and proceeded down the hallway she had traveled
many times before. When Gorka and she reached the Captain’s cabin, the door was
open. She entered and closed the door. Da’Maass smiled. She didn’t.


“I hope you are
being treated well, Lady Shirin.”


“Yes, Captain
Da’Maass. The service is excellent and the company enjoyable.” A small smile
crossed her lips. Da’Maass nodded. She wasn’t stupid. Although she was royalty
on the planet Neosho, she was smart enough to know her treatment here depended
on his benevolence. At least by being nice to him, she wasn’t shared with the
crew, ate better, and had a cabin to herself. Not much, but better than the
alternatives. And of course, Da’Maass subtly kept the hope of release or ransom
dangling in front of her. He silently wished the dybbuk stood in front
of him. Truly, anticipation was the sweet nectar of the Gods.

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 26



 

After the Mongoose
had cleared Saipha’s space for Yamhill, I decided I’d earned a few hours
relaxation. As usual, I headed for the Scorpions’ workout area. It should be
the navy area, but I’d grown used to the army over the years. Recently, some of
the navy personnel had joined the Si’jin classes in the army area. I hoped some
day there would be a common workout area, but today there wasn’t. I couldn’t
move my class over to the navy side because they couldn’t depend on me being
there. This way at least Terril was there. When I entered
the bay, everyone stood and started clapping. Before I could decide what to do,
Terril came walking over.


“Captain Reese,
you have my Scorpions so hyped up they can’t stay still. They’re trying to
decide on a way of determining who’ll be on the raiding team now they found I
couldn’t be bribed. From what I heard, the rest of the ship is just as hyped.
They see the glory—the little ship that discovered a nation of raiders.
Following you is anything but boring.”


“Terril, the
key to this plan’s success is going to be up to you and your team. You’ll have
to strike like Master Wei—quick and deadly. They can’t have time to destroy one
piece of paper.”


“We will. Like
them, I want to see that nation. Come, I need to get in shape for your show.”
Terril pointed to the middle of the bay.


As we walked, I
noticed there were several navy and Riss in the area.


<Riss excited. You bring Riss recognition.>


<I’d rather
have that than rank or medals.>


Terril and I
taught for an hour and then had our usual practice match. We continued to
develop new attacks and counters and had reached a point where we needed Master
Wei to polish the rough edges. Our practice attracted everyone in the bay plus
others. It appeared the word had gotten out and half the ship showed up. I
found out later that half of the senior officers had watched. For days
afterwards, I received more than my share of strange looks.


* * * *


Lieutenant Commander Orroto followed me into the
conference room. She was the oldest and the most experienced of my bridge
commanders. “Skipper, going into your meeting yesterday, I think many around
that table felt you were too young for the position. No one doubted your record,
just your age and short time in service. I don’t know what they or I expected,
but you surprised everyone. I doubt anyone is considering your age or service
time now. I hope you don’t mind me mentioning it.”


Not knowing
what to say, I merely shook my head no.


“I also
understand why you picked Varisko as your XO. Like you, she sees with young
eyes and accepts new ideas. I have to admit I liked the idea of working with
the Riss, but I never thought they were as advanced as they are. Their equations
are marvelous. I’m looking forward to the day when I can be half as efficient
as they are. I think I speak for everyone, I’m glad to be serving under your
command.”


“Thank you,
Orroto, I’m young and have few years in the service, especially for my present
position. But I have fine officers like you and the others to help me overcome
those weaknesses. I can’t do it alone.”


* * * *


The next two
days were a whirlwind of activity as my staff solidified their plan. I reviewed
each phase but had little to add. They’d worked hard and collaborated
each aspect of the operation. We met in the meeting room a full day ahead of
schedule. Iglis was elected to present the final version.


“Captain, when
we enter Yamhill space we’ll act like it’s just another routine visit. We’ll
let it be known we have a new Captain and this is his first command. We
recommend you stay hidden, as the raiders know you and your reputation. We also
discussed claiming we’re the newly commissioned SAS cruiser Peregrine. You said that the clan has
spies on the planets and in the SAS navy; therefore, there is a possibility
that...” She stopped and looked at me, waiting for my response.


“Excellent point. I agree, continue.”


“The new
Captain has been told to stop at several planets along the way for Colonel
Starken to conduct annual garrison inspections. That will give us a reason to
drop an army shuttle with Scorpions. The Colonel will indicate his plans to conduct
exercises with the garrison’s soldiers and give his group some planet leave,
because the Peregrine will be gone for a week on a shake-down exercise.


“We’ll ferry
the boarding party to the space station to wait for the Vancil to
arrive. When it does, we’ll be in position to monitor the number of crew
leaving for planetside. It should also include the Captain, since he’ll be
seeking new business. In all probability, it will leave only a small skeleton
crew on the ship. We’ll wait until the evening when everything’s quiet. When
one or more leave the Vancil to get a meal or shop at the station, we’ll
kill him, or them, as the hatch opens and two Scorpions will enter. From the
ship’s configuration, the hallway leads straight to the conference room, Captain’s
and XO cabins, and the Bridge. If the Bridge door is closed, one of the first
Scorpions will fire an explosive charge to blow the door off. The concussion
should disable anyone inside with little damage to the equipment. If the door
is open, the second Scorpion will fire a phosphorus charge to blind anyone
there and immediately afterward a gas charge to disable whoever is there. They
will enter and secure the Bridge, while the other Scorpions clear the ship of
any crew. Since we know the Vancil has a crew of forty-six, we will know
exactly how many remain on board.


“We’ll try to
take the Vancil in operational condition. If so, we’ll bring the Vancil.
If not, we’ll take whatever information we can find and return in the army
shuttle. We’ll contact the shuttle as we begin our assault. It should,
therefore, be in place by the time we need it.” When she finished, I detected a
slight smile of satisfaction. I nodded.


“The plan is
well thought out and gives us a reasonable chance of success.” I wondered if
the Vancil’s Captain would cooperate.


What if they
meet heavy resistance at the hatch and are delayed, what if the charge fails to
dislodge the door, what if...


“Iglis, what
happens if the entry hatch closes before you can get in or you meet unexpected
resistance at the door, which delays you getting in position to disable the
Bridge or...” I left the or hanging.


“Ma’am, we
tossed around several options. We couldn’t decide on one.” She lost eye contact
with me. She was assuming all the blame for not having an alternative plan.


“You have an
excellent plan and the odds are far better than average it’ll work; however,
lets not rely on everything going our way. We need luck but let’s not count on
it. We need the Vancil’s data. Take a few hours and consider one or two
backup plans. You and the others can use the conference room.” I stood and left
the silent room. I guess that was what Captains did—make it their plan—and take
responsibility for its success.


* * * *


Four hours
latter, Iglis notified me they were ready.


“Ma’am, after the Vancil’s crew has departed
and we’ve given the onboard crew time to relax, we’ll use a small shuttle to
place shaped charges on the hull, outside the Bridge, the crew quarters on the
lower level, and the engine room. We will begin the assault with a gas explosive. That
way the hallway will be effectively secured. If for any reason we are unable to
immediately gain access to the Bridge, we will set off the shape charges to
open the Bridge to vacuum and flood the crew quarters and the rest of the ship
with gas. If it appears the crew can cause an explosion within the engine room,
we’ll open it to vacuum with the other shaped charge. The attack shuttle will
also be in place to support and transport us back to the Mongoose.”


“Thank you all.
I believe we’re as prepared as we can be. We have a good plan with
contingencies for worse case and the best Scorpions in the SAS. I could ask for
nothing more.” I felt everyone was excited about our upcoming operation. All we
could do was hope that, if we succeeded, the Vancil would have the
information we needed. “If you can’t bring the Vancil back, make sure you take
everything you find in the Captain and XO’s cabins. They may have information
there that they don’t trust to the system computer.”


* * * *


When we entered
the Yamhill system, Gelman notified the station we were dropping an army
assault vehicle. He didn’t ask for a berth at the spaceport, informing them
we’d be leaving shortly. Two hours later, we departed Yamhill for a spot out of
Yamhill’s detection. We arrived and cut the engines. I hated having to wait,
not knowing what was happening. My nature was to do not to watch or wait.


<Your position Leader.>


<Your
position is bearer of bad news.>


<Fun.>


Amusement
tingled through me, easing the tension and resigning me to my fate.


* * * *


“Varisko, you
have the watch. I’m going to go and get some sleep. Wake me if something
exciting happens.” I tried to sound like I knew everything would work out as
planned. Fortunately, no one knew that the only way I could sleep was with
Thalia’s help.


“I have the
watch.” She said with a grin. I suspected that everyone expected me to be right
all the time. Maybe that was the Captain’s job—to give everyone the confidence
they needed to perform at their best. I hoped some day I’d figure out what the
Captain’s job encompassed.


<Only do
best.>


<Too much
depends on me.>


<Each has
position. You Leader.>


<You’re
older, you lead, oh wise one.>


<I
watch.>


Laughter filled
me, and I admitted defeat—again.

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 27



 

“Captain Da’Maass,
a ship just exited the Wave,” Imrade said loud enough for Da’Maass to hear from
the conference room where he was pouring over the reports on the recent encounters
with the SAS. He was not only a brilliant tactician but also very thorough.
Da’Maass looked up from what he was scrutinizing.


“Can you
identify the ship?” Da’Maass asked.


“Based on its
energy output, it appears it’s an SAS cruiser. You were right. The dybbuk
has arrived. Should we intercept them?”


“Patience,
Imrade. Let’s make sure it’s the dybbuk. The anticipation is the best
part. The act is usually anticlimactic.” Da’Maass returned to his reading with
a smile on his face. Over the next few hours, Imrade spent his time monitoring
the Comm, waiting for information from the clan’s contact on Yamhill.


“Captain, our
contact says the ship’s a newly commissioned Light cruiser, named the SAS Peregrine after the one Anton destroyed
in Tamerland. They have a new male Captain, who is conducting a shakedown
cruise. The Peregrine plans to be
away for a week; therefore, the Colonel with them decided to take a squad of
Scorpions for training operations with the local garrison as well as conducting
their yearly inspection.”


Da’Maass
stroked his beard for several minutes, before responding. “Scorpions?
Light cruisers usually carry Wasps. Scorpions are a new generation used on
Hunters. Very strange, Imrade. Keep an eye on the Peregrine.”


Imrade spent
the next several hours monitoring the Peregrine as it left Yamhill and
headed for the Wave.


“Captain, the Peregrine left Yamhill as promised. I’ve
lost it on our passive sensors. Should I go active to see where she’s headed?”


“No. Right now,
we have an advantage. No one knows we’re here.”


“Captain, we
have another ship exiting the Wave and headed for Yamhill. It’s most likely a
merchant based on its energy output.”


“Most likely, Imrade. The Vancil is due today.”
Da’Maass nodded and returned to his reading. As the hours passed the passive
sensors were finally able to identify the ship.


“Captain, it’s
the Vancil.”


“Excellent. I
have a feeling the game is about to begin. Based on our information from Eden
and the Vancil’s schedule, which the SAS would have access to, the Mongoose
should be joining the game soon.” A broad smile split his bushy beard.


* * * *


Colonel Starken
and Terril stood watching as twenty Scorpions boarded the army attack shuttle.


“You were
right, Gunny. Traveling with Captain Reese tends to be exciting. It’s no wonder
all the Scorpions want to be on any ship she’s on.”


“She’s in the
raider’s mind, and I think the raiders know it. Several of those attempts on
her life were definitely clan initiated. All of us have been thinking the
raiders were an isolated bunch of pirates with a few planes and a home base on
some planet like Port Lost. Reese is the one who figured out they were a collection
of clans.”


“From what I’ve
heard, she’s provided the army more action in her short career than they’ve had
in the last fifty years. When I hear army personnel talking about her, I almost
feel like they’re talking about another trooper.”


“I’m not sure
whether she adopted us or we’ve adopted her. She’s my friend, but I’d serve
under her regardless.”


“I’d agree. I
think she’s surprised all of us. Many, including me, thought her too
inexperienced to be in command of a cruiser. We were wrong. Developing this
plan was a good example. She made us work together to create it and in so doing,
made it our plan and our responsibility to make it work. So, Gunny, let’s not
disappoint her.” Starken nodded towards the shuttle.


An hour later,
they landed inside the Yamhill Garrison, where Major Stijn met them.


“Welcome to
Yamhill, Colonel Starken. I hear you’re here to conduct an annual inspection
and to carry out joint training exercises. The troops and I are looking forward
to it. It can be very boring on a planet were nothing much happens.”


“That’s also
true on a cruiser. Even when we encounter raiders, most of the time we’re used
for repair and rescue and never see the enemy—just their missiles.”


“I guess, boring’s not so bad. I’ll have to
remember that. I see your Gunny’s already met Sergeant Major Willham,” Stijn
said, pointing to a short broad-shouldered man standing off to the side talking
with Terril. “He’s prepared quarters for you and your Scorpions and is the man
to see if you need anything. Speaking of Scorpions, I thought they were only
assigned to Hunters.”


“That was true
in the beginning, but because of the increased raider activity they’re
beginning to be used on other ships. The Peregrine
may have been selected for a squadron of Scorpions because it’s a newly
commissioned ship. Who knows, the powers that be only tell me where to report,
not why.”


“I know what
you mean. If you aren’t doing anything tonight, I’d be honored if you’d join me
for dinner, and we can discuss what you have planned.”


“I’d be
delighted. I plan to give the troops a few days off before we start. They’ll be
cooped up on the Peregrine for months
after it returns.” Starken waved Terril and Willham over.


“Gunny, I’ve
told Major Stijn I plan to give the troops a few days off before we begin
exercises. Let’s say three days. You can work with Sergeant Major Willham to
identify areas of the town the troops should avoid and ensure everyone’s
available and in good condition on the morning of the fourth day. Major Stijn
and I will have developed the exercise specifics by then.”


“Yes, sir.” Terril and Willham saluted and wandered off towards
the barracks.


* * * *


Late that night
after dinner with Stijn, Starken met Terril at a small restaurant a kilometer
outside of the Garrison.


“Sir, we’ve
arranged to rent a civilian shuttle, which is capable of reaching the space
station. We’ll be leaving in one hour. I’m taking ten Scorpions with me. We
won’t need the navy types unless we manage to capture the Vancil intact.
I’ll signal ‘Standby’ when the Vancil
is on station, ‘Alert’ when I feel we’re only a few hours from initiating action,
and ‘Come-get-us’ the second we begin our attack.”


“Good hunting,
Gunny. Let’s not disappoint our Captain.”


“No, sir. The Vancil is coming back with us even if we
have to push it all the way.” Terril only waved a casual goodbye as they were
both in civilian clothes.


She caught a
ground cab and arrived at the small air transport company an hour later.
Sergeant Bolten met her at the gate.


“We’re all
loaded and ready to go, Gunny,” he said, pointing to a small shuttle sitting
forty meters off to the side of three moderately large hangers. A number of
small and large shuttles were scattered around the area.


“We told the
owner we needed the shuttle to pick up some incoming cargo from the space
station. He was more interested in the money than why. He really stuck it to
us.” Bolten smiled. They made their way to the shuttle and were cleared for
takeoff in minutes. The ride to the space station was relatively easy. They
were assigned a docking area with few questions after the parking credits were
paid. Terril rented a few rooms and the waiting began.


* * * *


“Gunny, the Vancil
will be docking within the hour,” Corporal Chilers said as he entered the room.


“All right. Grissley, send ‘Standby,’” Terril said, looking around. “Bolten, you watch the
station to ground shuttle area and count the number leaving. Chilers you count
the number leaving the Vancil. The
rest of you get some rest.”


Every two hours
the men assigned to watch the two areas were relieved and Terril got an updated
count. The first two hours had produced a mad exit from the Vancil—thirty-four left the ship and
thirty-two of those left the station headed planetside. Over the next six hours
another eight left the ship and seven, which included the Captain and a woman
crewmember, left the station. Around midnight local time, Terril had collected
everyone into one room and had them suit up for the
coming assault.


“Listen up,”
Terril said and waited for everyone to stop talking. “Grissley,
send ‘Alert.’ There are six raiders remaining on station. Two are
wandering around shopping, eating, or chasing station girls. Chilers and I are
going to take up positions for the assault entry into the Vancil. The
next time the hatch opens, whether the person is coming in or going out, I’ll
signal ‘Go’ on your SIDs and begin the attack. I have the trigger for the
shaped charge outside the Bridge. Baats has the trigger for the other shaped
charges. They’re a last resort. We want this ship intact and spaceworthy. Let’s
show Captain Reese we’re as good as she thinks we are.” With that, Terril and
Chilers left and took up relatively concealed positions in sight of the Vancil’s entry hatch. The minutes went into
hours with no one coming or going. Although the station maintained a
comfortably cool temperature, Terril and Chilers were sweating in their battle
gear. Only years of training and discipline kept them still, quiet, and alert.
Then a lone man came staggering down the corridor whistling.


“Grissley, send
‘Go,’” Terril whispered into her SID. She watched as the man put his hand on
the hatch’s plate and the door began to slide open. Before the door had slid
halfway, Terril and Chilers were running. Terril hit the prearranged signal on
her SID for the attack and fired her assault weapon, releasing an explosive gas
missile. The missile hit the man, driving him into the ship and the far wall
with a thud, releasing a cloud of gas. Terril stepped inside the hallway with
Chilers and began running down the hallway towards the Bridge. It was wide
open. She fired a phosphorus shell immediately followed by another gas shell. Chilers was only a step behind her and heard the team
entering the ship. More explosions as they shot gas shells down stairwells and
hallways. Except for the dull sounds of gas canisters exploding, there was an
eerie silence. The Bridge turned out to be empty. Chilers had killed a man coming
out of the XO’s cabin as they passed. Soon the reports came filtering in.


“Gunny, this is
Bolten, engine room secure. Killed one on the way there.”


“Gunny, this is
Harrion, crew quarters clear, three dead.”


“Gunny, this is
Grissley, the Colonel reports they are twenty minutes out. He wants to know if
we need help.”


“Grissley, send
‘Party Over,’” Terril said
with a grin.


* * * *


“Captain,” Imrade shouted. “The Vancil
is leaving the Yamhill station. Our contact reported it’s been hijacked.”
Within seconds Da’Maass came striding through the hatch onto the Bridge.


“We’ve found
the Mongoose, my friend. We now know
for certain they discovered the Compton,
which led to Anton, and the Vancil,
which led to Sa’Velte. And since the dybbuk was on each of the SAS
successful engagements, I’ll wager that she and her Riss were responsible in
some way for our defeats. I’ve been studying those encounters for the past several
weeks. She’s not only in our heads but she’s clever. She not only wanted the
information on the Vancil, she wanted the Vancil.
The Peregrine is really the Mongoose. I’m afraid her little ruse
has given her a slight advantage, since we’ll have to destroy the Vancil
before the Mongoose. I just wish I had information on the encounter with
Sa’Velte. Imrade, call the crew to quarters. We have work
to do.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 28



 

My SID woke me
from a sound sleep. When I turned on the unit, Varisko’s image appeared.
“Captain, the Vancil is moving away from the space station.”


“Battle
Stations. Have Marken
lock down the weapons.”


“Why, Captain?
You just called Battle Stations.”


“Lock them
down.” I wasn’t going to take the chance there’s a spy on this ship. “And have
Orroto plot a course to intercept the Vancil. Half speed for now. I’ll
be there in a few minutes.”


<It went
well.>


<How do you
know?>


<Vancil
stay Yamhill. Call help.>


On the Bridge,
the time ticked by as we waited for a message from the Vancil.


“Captain, it’s
the Vancil,” Gelman said with a smile.


“Put them on
the speaker.”


“Mongoose,
this is Gunny. We have the Vancil and it’s operational—raiders zero,
Scorpions six. Instructions?” A cheer well up from the
bridge.


“Pipe her
message to the ship. Gelman, send ‘Good hunting, Gunny.’ Orroto, plot us a
course to Eden.” I’d been right to include navy personnel, in the event the
attack group did manage to capture the Vancil. Now I had to hope the SAS
could dig out useful information.


Five hours
later, we rendezvoused with the Vancil. Using an army shuttle, we
transferred the Scorpion team back to the Mongoose and sent over
additional navy personnel to ferry our prize to Eden. Then, less than an hour
from the Wave, Lahar jarred me out of my musing.


“Captain, unidentified cruiser approaching on heading
two-one-two by zero-nine-nine. Tagged as R1.” The TAC blossomed
in the center of the Bridge and the unknown cruiser appeared as R1. “It looks
like a Raider Light cruiser, according to the SAS Intel from our previous
encounters.”


“Gelman, send
to Vancil, ‘Full speed ahead.’ Helm, keep us between R1 and the Vancil.”
We could have outrun the unidentified cruiser if we didn’t need to guard the Vancil,
but the Vancil had to be saved at all costs.


“R1 will be in
our missile range in seven minutes forty-two seconds. We will be in the
raider’s missile range in nine minutes and eighteen seconds. He will have us in
range for twenty-eight minutes forty-two seconds,” Commander Lahar said,
looking at his radar monitor.


“Maintain speed necessary to keep the Vancil between us and R1.”
The time seemed to go into slow motion. It was going to be a long twenty-eight
minutes. “Commander Marken you have the firing board. R-Arawn will attempt to
compute a Riss-option. Commander Parsen will provide backup for r-Selens on
ECM. Her reflects may make a difference. R-Liama will replace Lieutenant Skadi
on Helm. Commander Lahar will send to r-Liama the Vancil, R1, and Mongoose’s
speeds and vectors every thirty seconds. R-Liama will compute and execute the
best vector to shield the Vancil.” My assignments were intended to
maximize the Riss’ better reflexes and ability to compute the required
equations faster than the humans.


“We’ll be in
range in thirty seconds,” Marken announced.


“Firing
sequence guided, until r-Arawn can compute a Riss-solution.” We would send off
three salvoes before the raiders could return fire.


“Launch one,
away. Standard missile configuration,” Marken said as eight missiles streaked
towards the raider cruiser.


Sixty seconds
later, “Launch two, standard option.”


And sixty
seconds later, “Launch three, Riss-option.”


Now all we
could do is wait and hope, as the twenty-four missiles headed toward the
raider. Soon the raider’s turn would come. Marken remained silent during the
sixty-second intervals between launches.


“Launch one, we
scored two hits,” Lahar reported. Less than a minute later, “We got another hit
on launch two. Only marginal damage, and they’re
taking evasive action.”


<Riss launch
missed. R1 changed vector. After Vancil.> r-Arawn sent to Thalia.


“Eight incoming,”
Parsen said. I saw r-Selens hands flying over the ECM board. She stopped all
eight. Good, but the range was still long.


“Sixty seconds
later, eight incoming.” The raider had the same launch capability and launch
time. R-Selens missed one of the next eight and the Mongoose shuddered,
but the Battle-steel held. Life seemed to go into slow motion between the
sixty-second delays—between our launches and theirs. Several minutes later, a
raider missile took out a bank of four missile tubes.


* * * *


The duel had
raged on for a twenty-three minute eternity. After the loss of missile tubes,
the raiders were launching eight missiles per minute to our four. The raiders
had launched one hundred sixty missiles to our eighty. What made the loss of
the missile tubes and a bank of ECM worse was our inability to use the Riss
option because of their maneuvering to get in position to attack the Vancil.
As a consequence, we’d averaged less than one hit out of ten. Conversely, they
were scoring one out of eight. Better than normal because of our weakened ECM
and having to remain in a stationary position relative to the Vancil.


So far, we’d
taken twenty hits, suffering the loss of four missile tubes, partial loss of
ECM capability, a bank of lasers, one shuttle bay, two Shark bays, damage to
navy and army quarters, environmental, and one of our three engines at half
power. The raider’s ship was open to vacuum and had extensive damage, but
unfortunately, it still had all its missile tubes, ECM, and their engines
appeared fully functional. And they were steadily closing the range.


The only good
news was that the Vancil remained undamaged.


<Wolf want lamb not dog>


Thalia’s subtle
reminder that time was running out. They wanted the Vancil more than the
Mongoose. With only about five minutes to the Wave, the raider would
have to make a move against the Vancil quickly. They couldn’t count on destroying
us in time to stop the Vancil from escaping.


<Right, Oh wise one.>


“Listen up. R1
will soon skip in order to get into firing position to destroy the Vancil.
The Vancil is a merchant ship and can’t survive more than one or two
launches from the raiders. Even if by some miracle they did, it’s unlikely they
would have the power to enter the Wave. We need to create a skip that keeps us
in the same relative positions we’re in now and to fire before R1, because the
skip is going to close the gap between us and them. Consequently, each subsequent
launch is going to be more effective and we’re in no condition for a prolonged
engagement.”


“That is
impossible.” Markn said. Orroto and Lahar nodded agreement.


“Difficult yes, but not impossible. We know the Coral’s vector
and the minimum distance they must skip to get in position to attack the Vancil and the maximum skip for that
size cruiser. Therefore, we know the area and the vector on which Coral
will emerge. We know the vector we’re on and, therefore, where we must skip in
order to continue shielding the Vancil.”
I looked around to see if everyone was with me and saw only blank expressions.


“Skipper,
that’s all very nice, but by the time we see where they emerge and we enter the
information into the computer and it gives us an answer, the Coral will
have had time to make several launches,” Orroto said, shaking her head in
obvious defeat.


“If we didn’t
know the two vectors, you would be right. Since we do, we can create an
algorithm that only needs their position when they emerge. The difficult part
is being in position within thirty seconds or less and launching our missiles
in under sixty.”


“Why?” several
people asked simultaneously.


“Because I
doubt they can establish the Vancil’s
position and launch their missiles in less than sixty seconds—with luck it’ll
take longer. Therefore, we need to launch our missiles before they can and hope
to destroy or disable them, yet be in a position to protect the Vancil if we fail.


“Even if we had
such an algorithm we couldn’t enter it into the computer, expect an answer, and
relay it in time to execute in the time you say is required. The communication
between the equipment and us would be too slow. When the raider skipped, Nav
would have to locate their position, input it into the computer. Then the
result would have to be passed on the Helm to initiate the skip and to me to
compute a firing solution. It makes my head spin just to think about it,”
Marken said. “We would be lucky to get it done in ten minutes. It’s
impossible.”


“I hope not. If
it is, the Vancil will be lost even if we eventually destroy the raider.
On the other hand, if we get in position and don’t destroy the Coral,
it’s likely we might be destroyed, but the Vancil may get through. We’re
expendable, the Vancil isn’t.” I paused. As I suspected, the people looking
back at me weren’t afraid of dying, just sorry they thought we couldn’t pull it
off.


“Using Symath,
r-Arthmis is currently creating the equation. The second the Coral
skips, turn total control over to r-Arawn, r-Arthmis and r-Selene. You need to
trust me. The Riss don’t want me to die, and I don’t want you to die,” I sat
back thinking I needed to look relaxed and confident. Strangely, I actually
felt relaxed and thought I detected a slight easing of the tension on the Bridge.


<Now we
wait.>


<Like
Si’jin. Know Raider mind. They lose.>


For two more minutes the duel went on, each of us scoring
hits. The Mongoose
gamely fought on while slowly being dismantled as missiles tore its skin apart.
R1 also had serious damage but had been lucky so far, having received only
minor damage to their critical systems and engines. The question was for how
much longer could we survive, and if we did, would we have the power to
transition into the Wave? The Captain of R1 didn’t care. It was all or nothing.
He was fighting for his clan’s existence.


* * * *


<Coral skipped.> r-Asdis, on Radar,
sent. I started the clock at sixty seconds. When I did, everyone looked up at
the clock, faces pale and jaws clenched tight.


<Coral emerged.> r-Asdis sent. Twenty-five
seconds later r-Arthmis had the solution.


<Zero-three-five by zero-two-nine. Three second burn
in two seconds.>


Two seconds
later r-Liama executed the skip. The Mongoose shuddered and for three
seconds the bridge and everyone faded to ghost-like figures. Twenty seconds
after we emerged, r-Arawn sent.


<Riss option. One-nine-five by zero-zero-one.
>


The Riss option
was only possible because r-Arawn already knew the Mongoose and R1’s speed and vector from the previous calculation.


<Fire.> I
sent. Fifty seconds had elapsed. Everyone seemed to come alive when the Mongoose’s launch rippled through the
Bridge. Twenty seconds later, Parsen shouted.


“Incoming.” The
ship rocked when r-Selens missed two missiles.


“Lasers 1, 2,
and 3 destroyed, Port side engine down, and the navy training area open to
air,” Gelman announced as the damage control monitor scrolled the details
across the screen. We had intercepted an R1 launch intended for the Vancil,
as I had hoped.


“We got her,”
Lahar shouted. “Three hits. R1 is dropping back. No more incoming.”


Silence. Everyone seemed
to be checking to see if he or she was still alive. Then the smiles and
cheering began.


“Transition in
three minutes,” Orroto said.


“Commander
Varisko, you have the watch,” I said, feeling detached. We had won, if anyone
wins in a war. They’d followed me into hell, and I owed them my presence. I
left the Bridge to walk through the damage, to praise the survivors, and mourn
the dead. It had been a fine performance by the entire ship. Many had paid for
our success.


* * * *


“Imrade, what’s
our status? We need power whatever the cost,” Da’Maass rumbled, his stare glued
to the monitor showing the growing distance between them, and the Vancil
and Mongoose.


“Bartal says
the skip damaged number two engine and the last hit took out number one. We
don’t have enough power to make the Wave.”


“How long until he can have it fixed well enough to
get home?” Da’Maass’s
gaze hadn’t changed. “The woman is truly a dybbuk. She was inside my
head. It was the only way she could’ve known what I would do, match my skip,
and fire before us. She’ll be our death.”


“Bartal says it
will take at least a day. He shutting down the engines, otherwise we’re going
to damage the number three engine.”


“Put me on the
intercom.”


After Imrade
nodded, Da’Maass picked up his mike. “Attention all
personnel. This is Da’Maass. Everyone that can work will join a work
group. The dybbuk has captured the Vancil. It contains
information that will eventually lead the SAS to Freeland. Our clans, our friends,
and love ones’ lives are in jeopardy. Their only chance is if we can warn them
before the SAS arrives. Every second counts.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 29



 

Three days
later there was a collective sigh of relief as we exited the Wave into Eden
space. We’d made no attempt to have the damaged areas repaired, except where it
affected personnel safety. The wounded and dead were the priority. We had
seventy-one dead, including six Riss, and ninety-three wounded, including three
Riss who indicated they could repair their wounds. Despite our best efforts,
nine of the wounded died before we reached Eden’s space. It had cost a lot of
lives to capture the Vancil. I prayed it was worth the price, and that
those lives were not forfeit in vain. We’d tipped our hand to the raiders that
we were onto their network of spies, and were yet to determine if we’d obtained
anything useful. I called Iglis on my SID.


“Iglis, report
to bay 2-15. I want you on the Vancil when it docks. I imagine Intel
will want a debriefing.” I switched to Terril.


“Gunny, have
six more Scorpions moved to the Vancil. Have them report to bay 2-15.
They’ll accompany Commander Iglis to the Vancil.”


The Bridge crew were looking rested and smiling like they’d just
finished their dessert and someone else’s. Eden’s Security had identified the Mongoose
and the Vancil and where waiting on our status.


“Gelman, send
Eden, ‘Inform Intelligence that the merchant ship, Vancil, is a raider
ship captured intact. The Mongoose has wounded, requiring immediate
medical attention.’”


“Skipper,
message sent,” Gelman said. Several minutes later, we received the reply. “Hold in orbit at twenty thousand kilometers.”
The hours crawled by as we waited. Finally, Gelman nodded. “Security has
directed us to dock at station 311 and the Vancil at 313. No one is to
leave either ship.”


“Send to Vancil,
‘We dock in one hour. Security has requested that no one leave the ship.’” I
sat back and relaxed. It was all over except for the debriefing. Hopefully, I’d
get leave to take the Riss into the hills again. They’d earned it.


* * * *


I waited
outside bay 2-15 for the connection to be made and the bay pressurized. Again,
we waited instructions. After twenty minutes, a commander entered with three
lieutenant commanders and a large group of lieutenants. The Commander saluted
the lieutenant on duty. “Permission for me and my group to
come aboard, Lieutenant.”


“Permission
granted.”


Terril had
provided ten Scorpions as guards. I didn’t object. She pointed out that since
we couldn’t leave, we obviously needed protection. I realize it was a Gunny’s
way of ensuring the officers didn’t get too cocky. I stood off to the side with
Colonel Starken and Doctor Oetjen. I guess Terril had rubbed off on me. The
Commander’s gaze swept the bay and did a double take when he saw the Riss, and
snapped back when he realized I was the Captain. It was painful to watch his
reluctance to salute me. A good thing he did. I suspect Terril would have put
him under arrest if he hadn’t. He hesitated for a moment but had no option but
to address me.


“Captain, I’m
Commander Fiacco. Rear Admiral Johnke has asked me to debrief your crew before
they depart. I would like to use this bay... if you don’t mind.” As he spoke, I
noticed two Intel armed security guards take positions to block anyone from
exiting.


“Colonel
Starken?” I looked towards the exit. I was being unnecessarily ornery, but then
so where they. The crew didn’t need this.


“Yes, Captain.
I’ll leave a detail of Scorpions to make sure there is no trouble and ensure
entry is restricted to authorized personnel only, as Intel feels it’s
important.”


“Doctor Oetjen,
please see to it that the seriously injured are removed immediately and that
the wounded are processed first.”


“Captain, I
can’t allow that!” said Commander Fiacco.


I looked at
Starken and spoke. “Colonel Starken?”


He responded at
once. “Gunny, shoot the first person who attempts to stop Doctor Oetjen from
leaving with the injured.”


Fiacco’s face
turned red and his lips tightened. “Captain, I’m going to report this to Rear
Admiral Johnke.”


I opened my
SID. “Comm, record the following message to Admiral Plimson, copies to Vice
Admirals Zann and Youell. ‘I’ve an
Intel Commander Fiacco on the Mongoose, refusing to allow Doctor
Oetjen to take seriously wounded crew to appropriate medical facilities
for immediate treatment. I have given the order to shoot anyone attempting to
stop Doctor Oetjen. Captain Nadya Reese, Mongoose.’”


“I have that, sir.”


“Send,” I said.
I knew I didn’t like the cocky bastard as soon as I laid eyes on him. The crew
of the Mongoose fought a courageous battle with the raiders and deserved
respect.


<High-Riss
too big push.>


Thalia laughed.
It felt warm and comforting.


“Colonel, your
order stands.”


“Yes, Ma’am. Gunny probably would have done it anyway.”


Starken moved
his head slightly toward the entrance. Immediately, Terril had four Scorpions
moving towards the entrance. The Intel guards lowered their weapons. I didn’t
blame them. Scorpions were not good people to mess with. The Commander stumbled
backwards. His face had lost color. He turned and began giving orders to his
entourage to set up to begin the debriefing. Five minutes later, a young
lieutenant came through the lock stopped, saluted, quickly asked permission to
come aboard, and ran over to me.


“Captain, Admiral
Plimson requests that you not shoot the Commander and deprive him of the
privilege. He’s sending four shuttles for you, the Riss, and a detail of your
choosing. He’s booked you at the Ghats Range Resort. You’ll be debriefed there.
He’ll notify you when you should return. He sends his regards to the Riss and
the crew of the Mongoose.” The words tumbled from the lieutenant in a
rush, loud enough to be heard by everyone in the bay. Everyone turned towards
Commander Fiacco.


“Gunny, I need
a detail to escort the Riss and me to the mountains. I know all of you are
looking forward to a long leave. I can always request soldiers awaiting
assignment to accompany us.” I wanted these Scorpions but understood they had
other lives. Terril looked around the room, getting nods from everywhere.


“How many do
you need, Captain?”


“Six to ten.”


“That’s a
problem. I have twenty.” She sighed.


“The Admiral
did say of my choosing.”


Ten hours
later, the last person had been debriefed. The Commander had left a lieutenant
commander in charge when he departed earlier. I informed him that my escort and
I would be debriefed at the Resort. He acquiesced immediately. Couldn’t say I
blamed him. Admirals can be real pissy when they get mad.


* * * *


I’d been at the
Resort three weeks when notice came for me to return. The Riss and the detail
had been allowed to remain. It had been a wonderful time for everyone involved.
The escort had rotated five at a time, stomping through the mountains with the
Riss. Ironically, they loved it almost as much as the resort. Scorpions were
trained to operate in a variety of terrains, so snow and climbing didn’t bother
them and roaming with the Riss was an exciting adventure. Of course, time at
the resort was not only a luxury, but they had plenty of attention after it was
discovered they’d captured a raider ship and destroyed one of their cruisers.
Terril and I spent equal time in the mountains and the resort. In the
mountains, we were Shira and Nadya. In both places, we were sisters.


* * * *


Terril accompanied
me back to Eden. The next day, I reported to Admiral Plimson’s office. There I
found Zann and Youell, again. Each time I entered Plimson’s office, I felt like
a bug under an electron microscope. Being served kaffa did nothing to relax me.


“Reese you’ve
given us another problem, besides threatening to kill an Intel Commander.” He
didn’t smile, which bothered me.


<He
amused.>


<Doesn’t look it.>


“Intel believes
the Vancil contains information that will lead us to the raiders. You
were right. The raiders are a number of clans with a home planet. I thought
they were individual raiders, and it would take years to find and destroy them.
The SAS and I are grateful to you and the crew of the Mongoose and
accept that the Riss will make good allies.” He looked at Zann and Youell.


“We’re putting
together a fleet capable of destroying the Raiders. We should leave you and the
Riss here on Eden or on Saipha for a well-deserved rest. We will if that is
your wish. However, it becomes a problem if you want to come along. You’re not
senior enough to command a Hunter or Heavy Cruiser. It would be a demotion to
assign you as an XO, and I believe it would be a poor use of you and the Riss’
skills if you were assigned to someone who doesn’t understand your unique
abilities.”


I wasn’t sure
what he wanted. If I said yes to staying here or Saipha, it would solve the
problem, and the Riss certainly deserved the rest.


<Riss want
stars. Rest hundred years later.>


Her amusement
settled my nerves but didn’t solve the problem.


“Sir, I don’t
have a solution, but the Riss want to go along.” I shrugged.


“Vice Admiral
Zann will be leading the assault. She will be on our newest Heavy, but not its Captain. That will go to our most senior Captain. The
irony is that you have more combat experience with the raiders than any officer
in the fleet.”


“Sir, I’d like
a Hunter manned with all Riss, but they won’t be ready for a couple of years,”
I said, voicing my dreams rather than offering a solution or making a
suggestion. Zann laughed.


“I think all of
us would like to see that day. You are, however, right. They’re not ready
today,” Zann said.


“I’d hoped
you’d want to go to Saipha or had some clever solution. We’ll let you know our
decision in the next couple of days. You’re welcome to return to the Ghats
Range resort while you wait. You’ve earned it along with these awards for you,
the Riss, and those in your escort. I’ll leave the ceremony to you.”


* * * *


I held three
ceremonies: one at Demeter, Eden’s
premier medical facility for those who’d been seriously injured. It felt good
to see all were recovering and would soon be released. The medical staff set up
a small stage next to the facility and a large audience appeared for the awards
ceremony. In a way, it was far more personal than the usual award presentations.
And friends and family were present to participate.


For those back
on active duty, I obtained permission from the reclamation facility to hold the
ceremony on the Mongoose before it
was dismantled. Everyone I talked to liked the idea of saying farewell to an
old friend—the Mongoose.


And the last
ceremony, I decided to hold in the mountain. The Scorpions accompanying the
Riss loved it. They felt it was somehow more personal and special. Everyone received
a battle ribbon for his or her participation in the Yamhill action. The
Scorpions who captured the Vancil were awarded the Silver Star, the Riss
on the Bridge during the engagement and Terril the Distinguished Service Metal,
everyone else the Legion of Merit. I received the Navy Cross.


The Scorpions
were pleased. It gave them bragging rights. The Riss thought it strange getting
rewarded for doing their job. I didn’t care, except that it was another step towards
getting the Riss recognition. It did amuse me that the senior personnel, like
Terril and me, received greater recognition, although we did no more than the
others. No one but me seemed to care.


* * * *


Two days later,
Admiral Plimson’s aid arranged for a shuttle to pick me up for an appointment
with the Admiral that evening. This was getting to be embarrassing,
frustrating, and overwhelming. Embarrassing because too many people knew
Plimson talked directly to me, which he did to few senior officers below the
rank of Admiral. They thought I was being given special privileges because I
was a Riss-human. Others thought that I needed to be treated differently
because I had a direct line to Plimson. In truth, I guess I did, although I
wasn’t sure that was a good thing. I actually had more pull with Zann or
Youell, because they needed lab rats like me to stay so that they could
evaluate the experiment. Speaking of lab rats, it was frustrating to be considered
one by Youell and every superior officer I reported to. It was overwhelming because
these three and the Riss expected me to be the future of the Riss. All I wanted
was to be a navy officer and evaluated on my performance like Zann had enjoyed
during her service.


<Your position Leader.>


<That’s not
fair.>


<Fair not
Riss way. Name defines position.>


<Why didn’t
you tell me before this?>


<Thought you
knew.>


<You know I
didn’t.>


<Getting
old. Forgot.>


<I’ll get
even some day.>


<Cannot get even with self.>


Amusement
rippled through me, and I resigned myself to the way things were. I couldn’t
change them anyway.


<Riss way.>


* * * *


That evening Zann and Youell were again present and
the mood solemn.


Plimson
addressed me. “Nadya, we are divided in our opinions. Zann would like to order
you to Saipha. She believes you are the future of the Riss and doesn’t want to
risk you in an action with the raiders, which if you are right will be costly
in terms of lives.


“Youell would
like you there because he feels it will be further proof of the Riss’ value to
the SAS. My advisors have, therefore, been no help, since they are of opposite
opinions. I see the decision as between experience and seniority—a terrible
choice for many reasons. Seniority is the cornerstone of the military.
Performance and experience provide the only a reason for a person to be on a
fast or slow track to promotion.


“Our most
senior Captains will command the ships in our fleet, yet you have more combat
experience against the raiders then any one of them, but you have little
experience as a Captain. My dilemma is whether battle experience is different
from command experience. Which determines a person’s level of responsibility?


“If I put you as an XO, Tactical Officer, or Navigation Officer you will
be subjected to the Captain and will not be able to use your judgment in
action, which is what has proved the decisive factor in your engagements with
the raiders. A Captain may ignore your judgment because he or she feels you are
too junior. Reese—you are giving me headaches.” He paused and stared at me like
the answer was written somewhere on my face.


“I bet on you
last time, and I’m a hero because you came through. This time you will not be
the decisive factor. You’ll be one among many. But if I let you go along, you
must be free to use your judgment. It may be the difference between living and
dying. If you die, my advisors will never give me advice again and work to get
me relieved of command. Besides, I hate being wrong.”


<Simple decision for Riss. Name defines position.>


<Could I
change my name?> Everyone had me confused: The
Riss, the Admiral, and those who judged me by the tattoo on my face. I would be
happy on Saipha.


<You volunteered for Riss project—see stars, meet aliens. Not
careful, got wish.>


I laughed,
which wasn’t appropriate with three Admirals watching me. Plimson looked at me
and shook his head.


“As I was
saying, before Thalia interrupted me, battle experience versus Captain experience. If I choose you, everyone is going to be mad at
me, but they will take it out on you. This is a war, not a routine cruise to
deliver supplies and ferry VIPs; therefore, I choose battle experience. Like the
Captain of a spaceship, it is my responsibility to make the decision, and like
any other Captain, I’m responsible for that decision.
I’m sorry, Nadya, since you’ll pay the price for my decision. But I believe you
and the Riss need to be there. You’ll command the Lynx.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 30



 

I immediately
made an appointment with Commander Walen, who was responsible for filling the
navy’s positions for the assembling fleet. To my surprise, I only had to wait
while he finished with another Captain. When a Captain left Walen’s office, a
tall Petty Officer led me into the room.


“Commander,
this is Captain Reese; she scheduled an appointment with you,” she said with
emphasis on appointment. It was
obvious that many of the Captains who wanted to see Walen considered themselves
too important to need an appointment. Walen was an older man, his face sagging
with age, thinning gray-white hair, and slightly overweight. He looked harassed
and also in a bad mood.


“Captain...
Reese, what can I do for you?” he said with hesitation. I knew I had to be
careful. He’d hesitated either because I was a Riss-human or because I looked
so young or, more likely, both.


<Tired. Confused.>


“Commander, I
hate to bother you. I know you must be overwhelmed with work. I’m a new, young
captain and would like your help to understand how the selection process
works.” I sat when he laughed and waved me to a chair.


“You’re new and
young but not stupid, Captain Reese. I’ve had senior captains shouting at me
for two weeks. I’m only a Commander, but they have no leverage with me. By now,
my superior will have so many complaints it would take a week to go through and
respond to them. So, they’ll wind up in his garbage. You seem to understand
that and are a breath of fresh air. Besides you are probably the most decorated
captain I’ve seen and the only Riss-human I’ve ever met.” He leaned back and
smiled. “You tell me a little about the Riss, and I’ll see if I can help you.
If nothing else, you’ll give me a rest from the herd of captains trying to get
by my guard-dog outside.”


“I’d be
delighted. It’s my favorite topic...”


I spent an hour
talking about the Riss and my experience with a Riss. He asked lots of
questions and seemed genuinely interested.


“Now Captain
Reese, what can I do for you?” His eyes seemed to twinkle with devilish
delight—a cat watching a mouse.


“I know you
have limited personnel available. Hopefully some of my previous crew will
remain with me. Even if half do, I would need as many as two hundred forty navy and fifty army. I would only ask to be able to
eliminate those who hate or are repulsed by the Riss or a Riss-human. I will
have thirty plus Riss on board.”


“First, judging
from what my people tell me, the majority of your previous crew has requested
reassignment...to whatever ship you were assigned. We didn’t know and,
therefore, offered other assignments. The vast majority said they would wait
and see. I estimate you will need only two hundred navy
and twenty-five army.”


“I don’t understand, Commander. If most plan to crew with me again, why
do I need two hundred navy? I had a little over three
hundred when we returned. That would leave only a hundred.”


<His math not match you.>


<We’re
missing something.>


“You don’t
know, do you?”


<Human non sequitur.>


“What?”


“The Lynx
is a Hunter. You will need five hundred navy and a hundred Scorpions.” He
smiled, probably because my mouth was open. I’d been happy thinking it was a
Light cruiser.


A Hunter!


My head reeled.
I felt like running back to Plimson and kissing him.


“You thought
you’d been given a Light cruiser.” He laughed. “You must be a good Captain. The
majority of your navy crew wants to stay with you, and I have a number of requests
from people who’ve flown with you before. I’ll have little trouble filling your
positions. I have three hundred Scorpion volunteers; of course, we all know
they’re crazy. I’ll allow you to interview the new assignments because of the
Riss, but please don’t take long.”


“You’ve been
most considerate, Commander, and I appreciate it. If I can ever do something for
you, it would please me. I’ll interview any personnel you have for me the same
day you have them available, and I’ll give you my decision within twenty-four
hours.” I left pleased. The Commander looked more relaxed and ready for the
next senior captain waiting to demand special privileges. I felt sorry for the
captains—well, not really.


<Sweet better than bitter.>


<It helps if
the person is reasonable.>


I called
Terril.


“Sheri, I’ve
been assigned a Hunter!” I shouted into my SID. “It’s the Lynx.”


“I think you’re
the last to know. I’ve been on the Comm all day besieged with requests to joint
the Lynx. If you want my advice—”


“Just pick them
and give me the list—I hope you’re going.” Terril was the one person I wanted
on the Lynx.


“Of course, I’m
going. The navy doesn’t understand the army. On a ship, we have nothing to do
but train and train for the entire cruise. The navy has jobs. With you, the
Scorpions have had something important to do. Everyone wants on the Lynx.
I’d be a rich woman if I auctioned the slots.” Terril laughed.


“The Lynx
won’t be ready for a week. Stay up there until the Riss can board the ship.” I
signed off feeling good.


* * * *


Selection had
been easier than I thought. I accepted everyone on the Mongoose who
applied. Counting the thirty-four Riss, that left less than two hundred. Terril
already had a list of one hundred Scorpions. Reluctantly, I turned down a lot
of senior commanders. I felt it would cause discord with my Mongoose officers, who were new to their
grades. I did accept the most senior navy personnel I could find to supplement
the current crew. In addition, Alena was available. I promoted her to Commander
and put her in charge of the Environmental unit. Now I had three of the
remaining four Riss-humans. Petra had requested to be returned to Saipha. I
hoped he stayed with his Riss. Someday, he would fly on a Riss cruiser with us.


* * * *


I was hungry
and decided to eat at the Officer’s club. It was that or go
into town by myself. In full uniform with my battle Aguillettes from Ebe and
Yamhill, I had encountered only minor incidents; however, I felt better when
Terril or a few Scorpions were with me. Maybe some day that wouldn’t be
necessary. I entered and stood looking around to see who I knew when four
lieutenants came and stood facing me. They looked like clones. They were young,
muscular, wavy brown hair, matching sneers, and a head taller than me.


“Aliens aren’t wanted in here with humans,” the leader said with his
face only inches from mine. I clicked on my SID to record but didn’t move. He
had to strike first or I’d be on Eden facing an inquiry, while the fleet sailed
off to meet the raiders. “You and your trash get off Eden. You are
contaminating our land. You’re uglier than the Riss with that dirt on your
face...” He raved on and on.


<I hope he
strikes you.>


Amusement
tingled through me. I smiled at the warm feeling.


“You think this
is funny? What if I smash that smile off your face?” he slurred and weaved
slightly.


“You would face
a court martial and be sent to prison.”


<Hospital first.>


“No one would
court martial me for throwing garbage out of here”


“Enough Ensign!” a short Rear Admiral said.


“Who do you
think you—” the Lieutenant stopped in mid-sentence and snapped to attention
when he saw the star on the officer’s shoulder board.


“You and your
friends will report to your commander and tell him that Rear Admiral Geralda
wants a letter of reprimand placed in your file for insulting a Naval Captain
without provocation. Tell your superior, that I’d like a copy. Dismissed,” Geralda
said softly with no change of expression. “Captain Reese, would you like to
join us?”


After that
greeting, what could I say but yes?


“It would be my
pleasure, Admiral Geralda. I thank you for your help.”


He walked me
over to a table of six senior officers. “Colonel Seng suggested I stop them
before you put the four young men in the hospital. So you see,
I was protecting them, not you.” He laughed. “Gentlemen and
ladies. If there is no objection, I’ve invited Captain Reese to join
us.”


I recognized Colonel
Seng but not the Brigadier General next to him or the three navy Captains, two
of whom were women. Seng pulled up an extra chair, and I sat—intimidated as
usual.


<Yes, I
know. I’m high-Riss.>


I felt the
tension ease as Thalia worked her magic.


“The rumor is
that you have been assigned the Lynx,”
the woman Captain said, her voice neutral. I nodded.


“Yes, Ma’am,” I
said, not knowing what else to do. She was a good deal older than me. She
laughed.


“You’re young
and I’m...older, but Ma’am won’t do. The four of us are Captains. I’m
Nance, there’s Jose, Samuala, and Carla. Colonel Seng is Lee since he works for
you. You can call the stars, sir.” She nodded towards each person as she
named them.


“Excuse me,
I’ve applied for the position, but Captain Reese hasn’t made any selection that
I know of.”


“I’d be pleased
to have you in Command of the Scorpions, Colonel Seng.” I hadn’t interviewed
anyone for the position, but it didn’t matter. I liked Seng. He had protected
me when I needed help, and I knew him to be a good leader. The fact that Terril
liked him helped a lot.


“Thank you,
Captain.” He grinned. “Sailing with Captain Reese is anything but boring.”


The evening was
pleasant. We talked over dinner and drinks afterward. I did most of the
talking. I was questioned on the Riss and battles with the raiders. The
upcoming action with the raiders was on everyone’s minds, and I was one of the
few who had seen action with them. My discussion about unguided missiles and
skips brought the most interest. The Captains were very interested so I
directed them to Commanders Marken and Orroto. I got some strange looks at
times but no feeling of hostility.


<Curious. Confused. You
young.>


<I’m young.
You’re old.>


<Together middle age.>


The feel of laughter.


I left the club
feeling good. I was now the Captain of a Hunter and people were beginning to be
more curious than hostile—except for a few young lieutenants. The walkway from
the club to the senior officer’s quarters had a well-manicured lawn with small
trees dotted around the expansive area. I heard a puff and my back burst in
flaming pain. I staggered a few steps when I was hit again. This time it propelled
me off the path into a tree. I collapsed. My breathing and heart slowed to
nothing. I felt a solid kick to the ribs and wanted to cry out with pain, but I
lay there unable to move.


“There dybbuk,
the clan owes me a hundred twenty-five thousand credits and recognition as the dybbuk killer.” His laugh faded as he
walked away. I passed out.


I woke unable
to move or speak.


<Thalia.>
There was no response—my worst nightmare. Thalia was either dead or unable to
hear me. If I were paralyzed, at least I would’ve had her company. I struggled
to move, to talk. Nothing. A small mercy, I could
hear.


“Admiral
Plimson, she’s paralyzed. She can’t communicate or move,
and I can’t use our Rejuv unit because of the SAS restriction on her medical
record.” Silence. “She’s alive, either comatose or
brain dead.”


Silence.


“Yes, sir, I
won’t do anything until Vice Admiral Zann arrives. What do I do about the five
Scorpions I have in and around her room?”


Silence.


“Yes, sir. The Admiral said you could stay for now.”


I heard no
answer. It had to be Terril. I don’t know who could have thrown her out,
regardless of what the Admiral had said. I’d have laughed if I could’ve. Time
meant little. Each interval between hearing someone speak, an eternity.


“I’m here,
Nadya. I’ll kill anyone that touches you. Rest, Thalia will fix you,” Terril
whispered.


I wanted to
scream, “Thalia’s gone. I want to die.” I cherished each time I heard
someone speak. It was my only contact with the world and out of the void.


“What’s her
status, Doctor?” I heard Zann ask. If Thalia were alive, Zann could help. As it
was, she was just another voice. I dreaded silence again. “Move her to the Lynx. Doctor Echart is on board. He
knows what she can tolerate and what she can’t.”


“Why the Lynx? Isn’t she better off here? Doctor
Echart can come here.”


“I want her in
command of the Lynx. She can’t do
that here.”


“What? If she
lives it will be months before she would be able to perform simple functions.
She was shot twice with a shard gun and has shards of metal everywhere.”


“She’ll be
functional before we reach the raiders. Thalia
informs me she’s repairing her connections. After that, with Doctor Echart’s
help, she’ll be functional within days.”


Thalia was
alive! I wanted to dance around the room singing and hug Terril—of course, I
couldn’t.


“Gunny, stay
with her,” Zann said.


“Sir, she’s
going to have Scorpions attached to her for the rest of my life—with your
permission of course,” Terril said, but I knew she planned to do it regardless
of what Zann said. Apparently so did Zann.


“Although I
suspect it doesn’t matter, I’ll make it an order and put it in writing in case
someone gives you grief. Reese, no exceptions or I’ll have you sent to Saipha,
and it’ll fifty years before you see a starship again.” Zann leaned close to my
ear as she delivered her ultimatum. I suspect the people around me, except for
Terril, thought it was rhetorical, since by then I should be too old to be in
the military. I decided I wouldn’t take the chance Zann meant it.


* * * *


I knew they’d
carried me onto the Lynx by the voices around me. My staff emotions went from
panic when they saw me, to astonishment when they were told I would recover,
and then to disbelief that I would command the Lynx. I couldn’t blame them. It
was hard for me to believe. The thought that Thalia lived gave me hope.


<Little one.>


I wanted to cry
when I heard Thalia.


<Thank the
Space Gods you’re alive. I thought I’d lost you.>


<Shards
damaged connection with you. Rebuilt new ones.>


<What
condition am I in?>


<You have
damaged our vehicle again. Have begun repairs again.
You can talk. Doctor waiting.>


Amusement
rippled through me. I couldn’t imagine how this could amuse her. I guess the
options were laugh or cry—laughing was more therapeutic.


“Good morning or afternoon, Doctor Echart, as the case may be. As soon
as I get feeling back in my body, I’d like you to remove the shards. They’re
annoying.” I tried to smile. If Thalia thought it amusing, I felt I should. “I
need to see Commander Varisko.”


“I’m here,
Skipper. So are all your Bridge personnel plus others.”


“Good. You have
the watch. I expect you to take us to our place in the formation. Thank everyone
for his or her concern and good wishes. Now go and let Doctor Echart get to
work. I’ll be up in a day or two.” I watched as they left. They were people I
could trust in peace and war. Echart brought me back to the problem.


“Captain Reese,
the doctors at headquarters don’t know how you survived. They thought you dead,
then paralyzed, and finally disabled.” He laughed. “What do you want me to do?”


“I assume that
the wounds are still open or only partially healed. I want you to touch each
one. When you do, I’ll let you know if you can operate there to remove the
shard. There are going to be a few which will have to wait until Thalia can
move them to a safer place.”


It took Echart
twelve hours to remove the thirty-two shards Thalia allowed. When he finished, three
remained, but they were too close to Thalia’s brainstem.


“Thank you,
Doctor Echart. I’m glad you’re the Lynx’s senior doctor. If you’ll get my
clothes, I think it’s time for me to get back to work.”


<You need
rest.>


<I feel
fine.>


<You’re
still weak.>


<I’m fine.
I’ll show you.> I tried to get up but couldn’t.


<I need
rest.> My eyes felt heavy. I yawned and snuggled
into the bed. A warm feeling flowed through me. The last thing I remember was a
sensation of amusement.


* * * *


I woke slowly,
enjoying the warmth of the bed.


“Doctor is she
going to be alright? She’s been asleep for two days. I love being the XO, but
I’m not ready to be the Captain,” Varisko said. My eyes flew open.


<Forty-eight
hours! Why?>


<Needed rest.>


<No, you didn’t.>


<Our vehicle
needed rest.>


<Is it
rested?>


<Yes.> I
sat up. Varisko jumped backward. Echart smiled.


“How do you
feel, Captain? You look better.” Echart nodded as if agreeing with himself.


“Yes, Thalia
has allowed me to get up. Although I like your company, Doctor Echart, I need
to get back to work, if someone will get me clothes.” Within a few minutes, someone
had provided me with my uniform, and I dressed quickly. It felt incredibly good
to be up. This attack had been a nightmare. I’d never been so terrified in my
life. As I exited the room, two Scorpions fell in behind me. I vaguely remember
Zann threatening me. When I entered the bridge, they followed.


“I’m sorry,
but—”


“How does fifty
years on Saipha sound?” Terril stood in the entrance, hands on hips. She turned
her SID around and hit the holo. It displayed an official-looking document.
“Read, Captain.”


I humored her
and scanned the document. I read it. In summary, it stated that I had a
permanent escort of an undefined number of Scorpions. They were authorized to
accompany me anywhere I went and authorized to shoot anyone who they thought
might threaten me. In addition, I was ordered to go nowhere without them. Signed by Admiral Plimson and General Garret. Terril smiled.


“They’re just
following orders. You scared me, Captain. Your detail is to make sure you don’t
do that again. It’s not good to scare a Scorpion Gunny.” Terril looked far too
serious. She turned and left without another word. Everyone was grinning. I
took my seat with resignation.


<Don’t you
dare die without me.>


<Your wish
my command, little one.>


“All right, XO,
bring me up to date.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 31



 

Fleet Commander
Zann had diverted us to an intermediate solar system designated N237G42 in
order to get organized for the assault on Freeland. I sat in her briefing room
with twenty other Captains. Everyone gave me a strange look when two Scorpions
followed me into the room. I wanted them to stay outside, but they ignored
me—as usual. Since Zann said nothing, no one else said anything. I realize now
that she’d been serious. If she’d allowed a deviation now, I could insist on
others.


“Ladies and
Gentlemen, tomorrow we attack the raider’s planet, which they have designated
as Freeland. In one way, I hope they fight to the last man for all the pain and
suffering they’ve inflicted on the peoples of the SAS. But for that revenge,
how many of our people will pay the price? The ideal solution would be an
unconditional surrender. We could then quarantine the planet and try the
leaders for murder. In reality, we’ll have no control over their response to
our invasion, nor do we know the strength of their forces. Captain Reese
believes they have an industrial complex like Eden and, therefore, a good-sized
military. The question is how many of those ships are presently raiding in SAS,
UFN, and JPU territories. We know nothing of their activities outside of the
SAS. For all we know, they may be in league with the UFN or JPU. We must plan
for the worse and hope for the best.


“We have four
Heavy cruisers not counting the Command cruiser. I’ve assigned two Light
cruisers to each Heavy. I will keep the four Hunters and an additional four
Light cruisers in reserve until we know what we face. The Heavies designations
are H1 thru H4, the Lights L1 thru L12, the Hunters T1 thru T4, and the Command
cruiser C1. If C1 goes down, control is transferred to H1, etc. We will
maintain a two-thousand-kilometer separation for our initial formation. Any questions?”


There weren’t
many questions, since this had been planned before we left Eden. Afterwards, we were served dinner. I
was shocked when we finished dinner, and Vice Admiral Zann stood and looked at
me.


“I would like
Captain Reese to give us a brief summary of her encounters with the raiders.
She has four battle stars arising from those encounters. I would’ve liked her
to have given this briefing before we left Eden, but she was hospitalized due to
multiple shard wounds. Captain Reese.”


“The most
important fact, in my mind, is that they are clan…”


<Do I tell
them?>


<You high-Riss.>


<But will
they understand?>


<No matter. high-Riss not know ridicule
only truth.>


“…and will be
waiting for us when we drop out of the Wave.”


Immediately the
room exploded into shouts and talk. I heard “fool, young, stupid, alien,
shouldn’t be a Captain,” and on and on. Eventually, Zann stood and the chatter
stopped.


“Interesting. She is young and alien to you so you dismiss her out
of hand, although no one except Captain Sakaata has fought the raiders. Why
then are you so smart? The raiders call her dybbuk, a demon, and have
made six attempts on her life because they fear her. She couldn’t attend our
meeting in Eden because one of them shot her twice with a shard gun.” Zann
stopped and looked around the room. “She is high-Riss, as am I. If she is
wrong, you will call her fool among other things. If she is right, you will
call her a hero. The Riss have no such terms. They are sisters and all equal.
They trust each other to do the best that they can.” Zann turned towards Sakaata.


“Captain
Sakaata, Captain Reese served under you as XO. What’s your opinion?” All eyes
turned towards Sakaata. She took sip of her kaffa, looked at me, and smiled.


“I and many
others on the Snowcat and the Leopard are alive because my XO was able
to accurately predict the raider’s tactics. I’d listened to her before and
would again. I think she’s in the raiders minds and
the reason they want her dead. We’ve had trouble dealing with the raiders
because we think of them a bunch of pirates. Reese thinks of them as clan and,
therefore, has an insight the rest of us don’t.” Sakaata nodded to Zann.


“My
Riss-sister, what do you wish us to consider?” Zann said.


“When we on the
Mongoose captured the Vancil, we were pursued by the raider ship Coral.
We disabled it as we fought to guard the Vancil, but were unable to
destroy it prior to entering the Wave. By capturing the Vancil, we in
effect alerted the raiders that we have identified their method of determining
targets for their cruisers. If the Coral made it back to Freeland, which
we should assume, they will have notified the clans that we captured the Vancil
and will be able to find the location of their home planet. That would put them
on alert and prepared for our arrival. If they are waiting, as I believe,
thousands will suffer even though we prevail.”


“Are you
suggesting we go home and leave them to continuing raiding us?” A tall, young
captain said as he rose from his seat, sneering. He gave a short laugh. “We’re
not cowards.”


<Revenge is
clouding his reason.>


<Young. Stupid.>


I couldn’t help
but smile.


“You think this
is funny. You’re just like the—”


“Enough! Sit
down, Captain. Captain Reese, please continue.”


“I have not
suggested we go home or avoid an engagement. I’m suggesting that we attempt to
minimize our losses. I, for one, have seen enough friends and comrades die for
a lifetime. My Riss, Thalia, has reminded me that revenge is an evil companion.
What we should be seeking is an end to the raiding and justice for the evil
they have wreaked over the years. No, justice and revenge are not the same.” I
stared around the room as I spoke. Some seemed to understand; others didn’t or
didn’t want to. “I would suggest we let the Lynx
go in first and the rest of the Hunters follow in timed intervals. The Riss on
the Lynx will compute skips for each
Hunter as they arrive. The skips will allow each Hunter to get close enough to
deliver a potentially disabling launch against one target and provide a
diversion for the fleet.”


“Can’t be done. Our computers are incapable of doing anything close
to that in less than several minutes. Even if you are right and the raiders are
waiting, will they will be alert?” a tall, dark-haired Captain said. He stood,
glaring at me. Many around the table nodded agreement.


<He doesn’t
want to understand. Just kill.>


I shuddered at
the thought.


<Stupid contagious.>


Thalia and
Zann’s Riss, Danu, exchanged SV of our fight in Lords Landing and Yamhill. Zann
held up her hand to stop the conversations that had sprung up around the table.


“It’s possible
if difficult and dangerous. I’ve seen it done twice. Thalia and Danu exchanged
vids of the two times the procedure was used. Captain Sakaata can attest to one
of them. I’ll open it up for discussion,” Zann said.


The discussion
went on for hours. I explained the two fights with the raiders and the Riss’
part in each. Sakaata was part of the discussion on the action at Elbe. We
discussed other possible approaches in the event I was right. As the discussion
went on, a small group continued to insist my proposal was impossible. Finally,
Zann scheduled a small test. She selected the ship of Captain Waatsine, who
continued to insist the Riss weren’t capable of what they claimed.


* * * *


For the test,
Waatsine’s cruiser, the Shikra, would skip to some undefined location.
The Riss would compute an appropriate skip for the Lynx within the
thirty seconds I claimed it could be done and afterward skip to within ten
thousand meters of Shikra.


The entire
fleet was watching as the Shikra accelerated away. Five minutes later,
the Shikra skipped for five seconds. The clock started the second his
ship emerged from the skip. R-Asdis had his position within seconds, which was
relayed SV to r-Arthemis who computed and transmitted the vector and skip
duration SV to r-Liama twenty-three seconds later. The Lynx executed the skip to within five thousand meters of the Shikra.


An hour later,
Waatsine and I were linked into a vid conference with the others who had
remained on the Command ship with Zann. He was still skeptical or just plain
reluctant to concede the issue.


<Not want
you right. Ego.>


<Life’s full
of disappointments.>


“That was
impressive, Captain Reese. The Riss are impressive. I can understand why any
opponent would be at a serious disadvantage against the Riss. Of course, the
ship’s engines limit the number and length of skips you can make. And how does
this help us? We have no Riss on board.” The room looked to be filled with
mixed emotions.


“I suggest we
try the same exercise; however, this time the Lynx will pass the
information to the Snowcat, which will then make the skip,” Zann said.
Everyone liked the idea, and an hour later the three ships were in position:
Waatsine in the Shikra, Sakaata in the Snowcat, and me in the Lynx.
Although the skip proved as accurate as before and the parameters were ready in
time, the human interface on the Snowcat slowed the skip by an
additional thirty-five seconds.


This time
everyone seemed interested and involved in the critique. The main problem
stemmed from their ability to execute the skip quickly enough after they had
been given the vector and skip duration. Too much time would mean the raiders
might well be able to get in an effective first launch before they could skip.
And all their missiles would be targeted against one or more Hunters.


<Make
computer see like Riss.>


I laughed at
the irony of the comment. Naturally, everyone turned his or her attention to
me.


“Thalia, my
Riss, has suggested that we make the computers more like the Riss.”


“What does she
mean?” Several people asked at the same time.


“She
means communicate between themselves or in this case between system
applications. We could modify our computers to automatically strip the information
from the Lynx’s transmission and set up the coordinates, duration of the jump,
and start a countdown clock for the Captain. The monitor could display the skip
information for verification.” I felt strongly that the raiders waited for us
and desperately wanted a reasonable solution to reduce the carnage.


Zann assembled
three of the fleet’s best system engineers, who worked the rest of the day and
into the night inserting new code, which recognized the Lynx’s transmission and
automatically set up everything without human intervention. It only remained
for the Captain’s final approval. Everyone agreed the conditions might require
the skip to be aborted, so the Captain needed the final approval.


The next day,
three trial runs were conducted. Minor adjustments were made after the first
run. The subsequent runs were executed within forty-five seconds and the system
considered successful by everyone, including Captain Waatsine.


“Vice Admiral
Zann, I have to admit I thought Captain Reese was too young and inexperienced
and, therefore, unqualified to be a Captain. I also thought her praise of the
Riss wildly exaggerated. I apologize to her and the Riss. Now that I see it can
be done, I would rather assume the raiders are waiting for us. We have nothing
to lose and everything to gain if she is right,” Captain Waatsine said. With
everyone pleased with the results, the order and timing of ships into Freeland
space was established and finalized.


“I believe we
are ready to visit Freeland. Rest your crews. Tomorrow morning we begin
operation Peacekeeper,” Zann said, ending the meeting.


* * * *


At 0600 hours
the next day, the fleet began entering the Wave. Each Cruiser had a
predetermined order and time. The Lynx, designated T1, entered first, followed
closely by the T2, T3, and T4. I feared for the crew and my sisters in the upcoming
battle. Many would be killed, if not all. I had no illusions. Many of those
behind us had only read idealized accounts of battles. I knew the reality of
what was to come.


<You can
only do your best. All help.>


<Will my
best be enough?>


<Not your
choice.>


<So many lives at risk.>


<To lead. Your Riss position.>


<Our position.>


<Yes, little
one.>


The Lynx left
the Wave first. As we did, the TAC lit with fifteen raider ships; six Heavy and
nine Light cruisers. R-Asdis identified the vectors for three Heavy cruisers
and passed the data on to r-Arthemis, who computed the skip and sent the information
packets to the Hunters, and they appeared at twenty-second intervals. The start
times on the clocks were set to synchronize the skip: T2’s clock to fifty-, T3
to thirty- and T4 to ten-seconds. We had agreed in advance on the missile configuration.
Before the raiders launch began, the four Hunters skipped. I watched the TAC,
since there was nothing for me to do. R-Arawn determined the Heavy’s position
when we can out of the skip, and fired. Five seconds later r-Liama executed our
prearranged skip out of the area. I saw the raider’s Heavy cruisers take hits
from all four Hunters. Two of the Heavies appeared to have suffered major damage
while the other two had only moderate damage. However, the effect was perfect.
The raiders turned all their efforts onto killing us. Hundreds of missiles
filled Freeland space, but only sixty locked onto the Hunters. At the same
time, the fleet began dropping out of the Wave.


The sixty
missiles hadn’t been spread equally among us. Twenty zeroed in on the Lynx. Time narrowed to seconds as
r-Selens worked ECM and Marken the weapon boards with R-Arawn computing
unguided missile projections, Lahar monitored the radar which maintained the
TAC, while I designated the firing loads. The missiles came in four to six at a
time but not equally spaced because they had emanated from different cruisers.
R-Selens stopped the first eight, missed one of the next four and two of the
six that followed. The Lynx shuddered as one after another exploded. The
first one hit the Environmental section but battle steel limited the damage.
The next two hit close together, opening the bay 23 and part of Weapons
Maintenance. The damage control board showed three shuttles damaged,
heavy equipment damage in one bay of the maintenance section, and eleven dead.


“Two Light
cruisers, designated RL4 and RL6, closing on us,” Lahar said. Looking at the
TAC, I could see they were on a straight-line intercept vector.


<Riss-option on RL4 and RL6.>


The
sixty-second wait felt like an hour. Two more missiles eluded r-Selens and the Lynx shuddered in pain.


<One-six-five
by three-one-five in one-zero seconds.> r-Arawn sent.


“Marken, two guided, three unguided on vector
one-six-five by three-one-five in ten, nine, eight… one, fire.”


<One-eight-five
by zero-eight-zero in one-two seconds.> r-Arawn flashed.


“Marken, two
and three at one-eight-five by zero-eight-zero in twelve, eleven…one, fire.
Eight missiles reached out at the two incoming.


“Eight incoming. Four each from RL4 and RL6,” Parsen reported.


“Skipper, we
scored three against RL6. It looks in trouble. Two hits on RL4 but its still
coming,” Lahar said. “Four more incoming from RL4.”


R-Selene’s
hands flew across the boards, missed one of the eight, and stopped the next
four. The Lynx bucked as the missile r-Selene missed opened the navy work area
and one section of the Engineering department. Damage control flashed engine
number two running at half power, twenty dead, and ten wounded.


<One-two-eight,
by one-five-one, in one-zero.> r-Arawn flashed.


“Marken, five
unguided at one-two-eight by one-five-one in ten, nine, eight…one, fire,” I
ordered. Four more came from RL4 shortly after our release. Another one got
through. Damage control showed Engine 1 disabled, twenty-two killed, and
fourteen wounded.


“Skipper, RL4
destroyed.”


“Helm, heading zero-nine-eight by zero-two-zero.” I wondered how the raiders felt
about their civilians. “Marken, target that repair station.”


“Five missiles
away...four hits. Want another load, Skipper?”


“No. Helm, one-three-zero by one-one-zero.”


“Missiles and
laser fire from ground defense center.” The battle steel deflected most of the
Laser fire. R-Selens caught most of the missiles; however, two ripped through
one of the Shark bays and one of the sensor arrays. Twelve killed and five
wounded. “RL2 and RL1 on a convergent vector. Eight missiles incoming.”


“Marken, target
the defense complex, unguided load.”


<R-Selens, no antimissiles. We want them to lose track.>


We were between
the planet’s industrial center and the incoming cruisers. Every missile that
lost track would continue to the planet. I didn’t known if they would burn up
or explode when they hit the astrosphere or continue until they hit the planet.
But I doubted the Raider cruisers firing at me knew either. R-Selens caused six
to lose track and the other two struck the Lynx. The ship seemed to buck
like a mad wisent. Damage control reported Engine number 2 destroyed, eighteen
dead, and nine wounded. The Lynx felt like it trembled. I wanted to cry.
Every time I looked at the Damage Control monitor the dead and wounded count
continued to mount. The Lynx was dying as well. We wouldn’t last long at
this rate.


“Ground defense
destroyed,” Marken shouted.


<Five
deflected.>


Three more
slammed into the Lynx—more died and were wounded. No complaint, no
recrimination as sisters died. My Riss position was leader—I hated it.


“Colonel Seng,
drop the Scorpions. Their target is the space platform. Commander Byer unleash
your Sharks. Their target is the space platform and supporting the Scorpions. Comm, an open line to T2 and T3.” I waited.


“T2 is on
monitor one and T3 on two.”


“Luben, Yoana.
Drop your Sharks and Scorpions. We can take the Space Station. There are
several merchant ships, shuttles, and a couple of cruisers docked there.” The
monitors went blank. There was no time for unnecessary words. I watched the TAC
as armored shuttles and Sharks, looking like nats, swarmed toward the
spaceport.


“All units cease fire! This is Control. Cease-fire unless fired on. Hold
your positions.” We all sat back in exhaustion, as the madness slowly stopped.
Several minutes later, we were told that the raiders had surrendered. An elder
would be coming from Freeland to meet with Vice Admiral Zann.


“No!” I
screamed. Everyone on the Bridge looked at me in shock.


“Skipper we’ve
been ordered to stop,” Marken said.


“Gelman, get me
Vice Admiral Zann, now!” I felt like screaming.


“Ma’am, are you
sure? I’m your, XO, I...we’ll help if we can. I’ll tell him you wanted
clarification if the army should stop also. Please don’t.” Varisko had gone
pale, concern written on her face.


“Ma’am, I have
the XO of the Golden Eagle. He says the Vice Admiral is busy.”


“Put him on the
monitor.”


Commander
Fausto appeared on the screen.


“Captain, as I
told Commander Gelman, the Vice Admiral is in conference. I’ll tell him when he
gets out.”


“You tell the
Vice Admiral, his sister who’s Riss’ position, is Leader needs to speak
to her immediately, please. I take full responsibility for the interruption.”


“Who do you
think—”


“Her sister, XO. Now!” I screamed. He looked
like he was going to say something, then shrugged and walked off.” Everyone
looked at me in shock. I imagined they thought I’d gone mad. I sat back down.
If she didn’t listen, there was going to be a massacre.


“Yes Leader?”
Zann’s face appeared on the monitor.


“Sister, the
raider elder intends to kill you. Don’t meet with him or let him get a shuttle
into the ship, please.” I would beg if it helped.


“What would you
suggest?”


“They are clan.
Death means nothing to them. They think they have nothing to lose, so they plan
to go out fighting. Court martial me, but don’t go.”


“We both want
the same thing. What do you suggest?”


“Let me meet
with him away from the fleet. If I can convince him his people have a choice,
maybe we can avoid a massacre. Tell him you’re sending the dybbuk.”


“They want you
dead,” Zann said. She sat quietly, looking at me. “You were right about the
trap. Maybe you are their demon. I’ll
set it up.” The monitor went blank. Everyone on the Bridge let out a collective
sigh.


“I’ll go with
you, Skipper,” Varisko said.


“No, you’ll
stay here and make sure the sick are taken care of, the crews rested, and
determine the condition of the Lynx. But thank you for the offer.” I
smiled. She deserved one.


“Gelman, get Gunny
Terril on the monitor.” A few minutes Terril appeared. “Are you up for some
excitement?”


“You do owe me.
The Scorpions and I were looking forward to a party at the space station.”


“Good, have
Colonel Seng contact Master Wei. I’d like both of you to meet me in bay 2-14
with an armed shuttle when you’re ready.”


It took Zann
two hours to set up the meeting. It was to take place on the Compton.
Before I arrived, a squad of Scorpions was allowed to inspect the ship. After
they left, Terril, Wei, and I entered in a separate unarmed shuttle. We were
met by two unarmed men and led to a conference room, where five elders waited
with an additional eight unarmed guards. The guards were young men, but I’d bet
were trained in hand-to-hand fighting and there to protect the elders. The five
elders were old men, all different and yet all the same. Their build, height,
facial features were unique, but they each had a Zen-like presence. The one who
rose to greet us looked to be the oldest. His thinning hair a silver-gray, he
had a wrinkled elfin face, and bright piercing blue eyes. He looked serene as
he executed a small bow in acknowledgement of our presence.


“I’m the elder,
ni’Shay. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Captain Reese. To think the great clans
of Freeland could not kill one small girl. You’re truly our dybbuk—the
demon that has invaded our minds and brought us to our knees. You knew what we
planned, when I surrendered and arranged a meeting with your Admiral Zann,”
ni’Shay said softly without any discernable malice or defeat, just thoughtful
observation. Although ni’Shay was the spokesman, I knew the others were significant
players.


“You wished to
stop the engagement to give you time to reorganize for a suicidal attempt to
destroy the SAS fleet. The destruction of the Command ship would have signaled
the start of the attack,” I said, now seeing the full intent of the surrender
and subsequent meeting with Zann. “And many in the SAS fleet would have
welcomed that senseless annihilation of your military and the millions of
civilians who would have died fighting on the planet.”


“Interesting. It seems you are in their minds, but your mind is
separate from them as from ours.” ni’Shay appeared to be thinking out loud
rather than talking to me. “Is that not true?”


“I’m human, but
I’m also Riss. The Riss do not believe in revenge. They believe it is an evil
companion that brings only regret.”


Ni’Shay said
nothing, staring into my eyes. The other elders nodded agreement imperceptibly.


“My
understanding is that the Riss is an intelligent parasite that inhabits your
body and mind.” He paused and looked to me. I nodded.


“Her human name
is Thalia.”


“Am I talking
with Captain Reese or to...Thalia?”


“When you speak
to me, you are speaking to Captain Reese and
Thalia. We are one and the same. When you speak to me, you also speak to the
one who speaks for all the Riss. My position is Leader. As such, I am no
greater or more important then any Riss, but my word is the word of every
Riss.”


“Interesting. You are an elder and more. For we,”
he nodded towards the others, “make decisions for the clans, but our words are
certainly not the word of every clan or clan member. It is more a decision in a
democracy. The elected officials make decisions, which everyone must obey
although they may not agree. The Riss must truly be an amazing race.” He
paused, looking at the other elders. “Enough, back to reality.
Do you speak for the SAS too?”


“No, I speak
only for the Riss, who do not want revenge. They want a peaceful solution that
stops the killing. Even aligned with the SAS, they have fought alongside only
wishing to bring a stop to the killing. To achieve that, you and the SAS must
put aside your violent history and look to the future.”


“Then, let us
see if the Riss and the Clans can create a future that the SAS can agree with.”


* * * *


Six hours
later, Wei, Terril, and I entered our shuttle for our return to the Golden
Eagle where Zann and his Captains waited.


“That wasn’t
very exciting, Captain Reese. You’ve let me down twice today,” Terril said, pretending
seriousness.


“Was it not
exciting to watch masters dance, Terril?” Wei made a small bow. I was
embarrassed to have Master Wei bow to me. I could do nothing but bow back. When
we reached the Golden Eagle, Zann’s XO was there to meet me.


“I have to admit
Captain Reese, I thought the Vice Admiral Zann would court martial you and me.
I’m looking forward to working with the Riss. They may change the way we look
at the world and each other.” He led me to the conference room where the
Captains sat waiting. Six faces were missing, having died when their cruisers
were destroyed.


“What do the
raiders want, Captain Reese?” Zann said.


<Danu, says Zann wants solution not revenge.>


<Tell
Danu.>


SV flew by so
fast I only caught parts. I saw ni’Shay and me during our discussions. Then it
stopped. Zann sat back in silence.


“I apologize for the silence. The Riss speak mentally in streaming vid.
I have in the last few minutes viewed the entire six-hour meeting with the clan
elders. It was interesting. Captain Reese, if you please.”


I stood and
looked around the room. “We have suffered much today. Many of our friends and
the people we pledged to protect are dead. You and I would like someone to pay
for our losses today and for the many who have died at
the raiders’ hands. Right now, the raiders are at our mercy. We can easily
destroy their ships, industry, and the millions of men, women, and children on
the planet. I’ll tell you now that the Riss are willing to die to protect the
SAS from their enemies, although they are appalled by killing. They, however,
cannot and will not kill helpless people. I stand in two worlds, Riss and human.
With that in mind, I negotiated what the elders of the clans and I consider
fair. They will turn over all of their ships and weapons, and agree to cease
all hostility—”


“That’s generous of them,” Captain Durban said with vehemence.
I held up my hand. He stopped but continued to glare at me.


“It’s generous.
Without a treaty, they will literally fight to the last man and woman. Their
cruisers and fighters, of which they have hundreds, will initiate Kamikaze-like
tactics with will wreak far more destruction than you currently anticipate. We
will win of course, but we will lose thousands more of our friends.
Furthermore, we will never occupy Freeland, since their men, women, and children
will also fight you to their death. Therefore, you must be willing to kill
every man, woman and child on the planet.” I looked around the room to mixed
emotions.


<Many want
revenge.>


<Hopefully
some want to stop the killing.>


“We’ll permit a
limited number of merchants to continue trading. They’ll be searched before
they leave and when then return, and their time between planets monitored to
ensure no deviations. This allows them to support their people and, over time,
for us to build a trading partner. We’ll leave a force of Riss to guard the
planet. Why Riss? Because it will allow the Riss their vision of going to the
stars and give the SAS a strong ally against any aggressive from the UPN or
JPU. That is what I propose to you and them. War or Peace.”


<Elder
prefer Riss guard them.>


<I would
to.> I felt exhausted.


“I’m tired of
war, killing, and having men and women I love die. If this is unacceptable, I
leave you and the raiders to kill each other. The Riss and I will go back to
Saipha.” I sat down. I had done what I could. It was now their decision.


They talked and
argued for hours. After a while, they noticed that Zann and I hadn’t
participated in the discussions.


“Admiral, you
haven’t said anything,” Yoana, a senior woman captain, said.


“I was just
sitting here watching your debate and the differences in the four cultures
represented here.


“We, the
military, are in a dictatorial culture. As a Captain, you are lord and master
of your ship. You must be obeyed. Individual or crew agreement is not required.
Here, you are subject to my orders whether you like them or not. I can approve
this treaty, and you must comply since I’m your superior officer. If anyone
disobeys, they would be subject to military law.


“When we get
back to Eden, we’ll be in a democracy. The treaty I approved would be ratified
only if the majority, fifty-one percent, approve. The other forty-nine percent
must comply with that decision. Failure to do so would result in jail or other
punishments. The SAS leaders are appointed by a majority of the population.


“The raiders
are clans represented by their elders. Those who refuse to conform to the
elders’ decisions are ostracized from the clan. The elders are those who have
proved wise in the needs of the clan. Each elder is a product of natural selection
over decades.


“In the Riss
system there are no leaders, no elders, and no laws. Each Riss has a position
and all positions are equal. A Riss captain and a Riss mechanic are
equal—neither is in charge. The captain makes decisions concerning the ship because
that is her position, not because she or her position is more important.” Zann
stopped and looked into her cup. “Four unique systems.
You understand two. I understand three. I believe Captain Reese understands all
four, and her assessment undoubtedly correct. The clans will fight until the
last man is dead, thousands of our crews will die, we’ll have to annihilate the
planet, and the Riss will break the alliance forever. Reese offers a proposal
where each culture wins something. She believes without a treaty, everyone
loses: the military will suffer significant losses and be branded barbarians,
the SAS loses the Riss as allies, the clans will be annihilated, and the Riss
lose their dream of the stars.”


“I’m not sure
it’s as bad as she says. Yes, many more of us will die. We could let the Riss
quarantine the planet, which will give them what they want and satisfy the
SAS,” Durban said.


“I agree,”
several others said.


“What do you
say, Captain Reese?” Zann asked.


“If you insist
on being barbarians, the Riss will leave. I will take your dead and wounded
aboard the Lynx. From Saipha, Commander Varisko can ferry the Lynx
to Eden.”


“How can you
guarantee the Riss will leave? It seems that would conflict with the Riss’
dream.”


“Captain
Reese’s Riss name is River that runs between two mountains, her position
is Leader. Her word is the word of all Riss. She had said they would
leave; therefore, every Riss has said they would leave. There will not be one
Riss dissension,” Zann said.


“What about
you, Admiral Zann? Will you leave?”


“Yes, I
too will leave with the Riss.” Zann said, to astonished looks. “I’m a
Riss-human and as such bow to the word of the Riss’ designated Leader.”


* * * *


The Captains
met for the next two days. Zann and I decided to visit Freeland. We found a
striving colony and the people pleasant. They continuously referred to me as
the dybbuk, but it was without malice. I knew it would be a long time
before anyone could forgive them for the violence they caused, but time solved
most things. They would honor the treaty if it were ratified. I felt they were
tired of raiding and would prefer a peaceful partnership with the SAS. On the
third day, Zann and I were asked to join the Captains. When we arrived back on
the Golden Eagle, all the Captains were assembled and waiting. Captain
Panoptes, the senior Captain, began without preamble.


“For two days
we dropped our military culture and reverted to a democracy. We are a cross
section of the SAS population and, therefore, represent the likelihood of the Leader’s
proposal being ratified. Fifty-eight percent were in favor.”


* * * *


The Riss had achieved their vision
of going to the stars. I hoped I’d made the right decision. Forty-two percent
would have murdered the many for the crimes of a few. Only time would tell.
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