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        Shadow Wolf, Approaching Galt

        Galt System

        Trifid Nebula Region, Neutral Space

        3 April 2559

      

      

      

      The Trifid Nebula dominated the sky over the planet Galt, just as it now dominated the viewer of the independent vessel Shadow Wolf as it moved into a pre-landing orbit of the world, a trail of plasma flowing from the four engines on the squat, blocky vessel's rear. The system's star shined over the gray and brown hull during the vessel's approach to orbital space and a landing course to enter the atmosphere.

      "Quite a sight, isn't it?" asked Cera McGinty, the ship's helmswoman, her Connaught lilt rich and pleasant.

      Seated behind her, Captain James Henry, the ship's owner, and operator, nodded. Light from the holoviewer beside him played over his face, casting the three-dimensional representation of nearby vessels onto his dark skin. His brown eyes moved back and forth from the plotter to the view displayed by the imager at the front of the bridge. Despite appearances, the bridge had no actual window or canopy, but rather, the internal surface had a liquid crystal surface fixed to the Shadow Wolf's external sensors, showing them a visual of what was outside. The Manual Astrogation Post was built beneath the bridge under a thick bulkhead, should so many systems be down that the Mark 1 Human Eyeball was the only sensor available.

      The nebula was not an unfamiliar sight to any of them, as the Shadow Wolf mostly operated in the vicinity of it. The sectors of space around Trifid were a natural place for people like Henry and his crew, given the majority of the worlds—Human and Alien—were neutral in the ongoing interstellar war between the Terran Coalition and the League of Sol. Neither side of the war dared to send their fleets into the area for fear of tilting the local planets into the camp of their adversaries, offering freedom and opportunities not found in the war zone.

      That wasn't to say it was safe, as the firearms on the hips of Henry and his crew were silent indicators of. The freedoms offered out here included the ability to deprive others of their lives and livelihoods for one's gain. With no interstellar governments, pirates had plenty of places to hide out in the empty systems between the settled ones. And those systems were not always paragons of law and order.

      "It's a shame that such a beautiful world is held by the likes of the Galters," groused Tia Nguyen. Born on the independent world Hestia, Tia was descended from the various Southeast Asian peoples who populated that world.

      "Someone's been looking up Objectivism on the link," Henry noted, sparing a glance to his scowling First Mate.

      "That only explained what I already knew. This place is run by the same kind of people who exploit my homeworld." She gave him a dark look. "I'm sure your friend Felix loves them."

      Henry laughed. Felix Rothbard, one of his oldest friends in the cosmos and a fellow ex-CDF officer, was a devoted libertarian, and often locked horns with Tia over her left-wing views. "Are you kidding? They'd consider him a petty socialist here."

      "That's downright terrifyin', Captain," Cera remarked.

      A light blinked on Tia's station. "We have landing clearance from the spaceport and an approach vector," she said. A disbelieving chuckle came next. "I'm surprised the Galters let them do that. It’s suspiciously close to actual regulations."

      "Well, it's their spaceport; they decide the rules of how people land," Henry pointed out. "The way they see it, if people don't like it, they can go elsewhere."

      "You mean land outside the city in open fields, since there are no other spaceports," Tia noted.

      "Exactly."

      She shook her head while Cera brought the ship in on the approach vector for the planet's capital, Rand.

      Rand was the original landing site for the planet's first colonization team. It was built alongside a river mouth emptying into the world's primary ocean, providing the settlers with plentiful freshwater access and access to aquatic resources. Now the colonization site was a park owned by the Rand Settlement Company, around which the gleaming towers of the Financial District and Commercial District rose into the sky. The city rippled outward from that original foundation point, its grandeur gradually fading until you got to the slums at the outskirts.

      Also on said outskirts was the city's main aerospaceport, protected by walls from the lawlessness of Rand's slums. The port was one of the larger ones in the Trifid Region, given the amount of commerce Rand enjoyed. Landing strips allowed for aircraft to alight as if they were back on Earth in the 20th Century. This suited the great transports bringing in the wealth of the planet's mines for use or transshipment off-world, the primary economic activity of the small settlements not within land vehicle range of Rand itself.

      Spacecraft, built to different tolerances, landed horizontally into waiting hangars with retractable roofs. One of these was open and available for them. It wasn’t one of the more prominent buildings or central to the main cargo terminals.

      Cera brought them in on a standard approach vector. Under her guidance, the ship's maneuvering drives and the graviton decelerators worked with the precision Henry always expected from her. Their landing vector put the skyline of Galt in the background during the final approach, showing a city of gleaming metal and glass that looked more sophisticated and wealthy than usually found in the nearby systems.

      Once they were secure, he and Tia departed the bridge. "I'll work with Yanik and see to the cargo," she said, referring to the big Saurian who served as Second Mate.

      Henry nodded his approval. "And I'll go see what Mr. Lou wants."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Knowing full well how things worked in Rand, Henry took a taxi into the heart of the city. It cost more credits than the bus company, but there was no need to worry about pickpockets. And either way, he had to endure the horror that was Rand's traffic.

      But even that was better than the extortionary rates that helicar taxis charged.

      An hour and a half after leaving his ship, the taxi finally pulled up to Commerce Square. The elegantly-designed plaza was bordered by some of the tallest of the Commercial District skyscrapers. The one he was heading to was emblazoned by a company insignia written in Chinese ideographs, marking the property of Lou Shipping and Transport, one of the Trifid Region's most powerful megacorps.

      Megacorporations were not only corporations or even business empires; they were businesses with pretensions to state power. They controlled the economies of entire planets or moons and commanded fleets of spacecraft, along with armies of private security troops. Some even had the equivalent of special forces, and their reputation wasn’t pleasant. Working for a megacorp, either directly or as an employee of a subsidiary, effectively made you a citizen of it, with rights varying by owner. Some were magnanimous, giving yearly bonuses based on stock value or profit margins and providing generously to the welfare of their workers. Others were feudalistic in their behavior, with the ordinary workers seen more like serfs than independent laborers. On some worlds, they even had laws allowing them to police their employees' lives on and off the clock.

      Galt didn't have those laws, of course, since it would defy the individualist aspirations of the founders. Here, everyone had complete freedom to decide their employment or lack thereof, even if it effectively meant picking between being a corporate slave or exercising one's freedom to starve in the streets.

      Entering the Lou Building led Henry into the very heart of opulent splendor. The interior was more of a courtyard than a lobby. A digital directory flashed in bright blue and green to one side of him while a receptionist was directly ahead. Pretty, thin, with her brown hair pulled back into a severe bun and her mocha-toned complexion glistening under the lights. Her suit was immaculate. "May I help you, sir?" she asked, just a slight bit of condescension for his appearance with his brown spacer's jacket, black trousers, and a gray polo shirt.

      "I'm Captain James Henry of the Shadow Wolf, here to see Mr. Lou."

      "Ah." With some disbelief visible on her features, the woman checked her systems. That disbelief visibly grew as the screen seemed to confirm the appointment. "I see. Alright, I will give you clearance to Mr. Lou's private office." She glanced at his belt and the holster there. "And I must ask you to leave your firearm here. It’s company policy."

      I’m sure it is. Henry pulled his holster off and handed it to her. The woman dutifully gave him a receipt and left the gun in a drawer in her desk. He was given a keycard and instructed on which elevator to take.

      He found the elevator marked among the others and swiped the card to enter it. There were no controls for him to use. The card apparently dictated which floor he’d arrive at. He wondered if this were true for all of them or just this elevator. Underneath his feet, he felt a brief rumble. Only a gentle noise followed, telling him the car was lifting up the shaft. A digital display told him which floor he was at. The speed of the car picked up, and every five seconds, he was on a new level.

      Then there was a deceleration, the speed of the marker decreased, and finally, he was at the 180th floor. He stepped out of the elevator and into what looked like an outer office combined with a mansion's foyer. A secretary was waiting. She had a darker skin tone than the receptionist in the lobby but otherwise was dressed in the same way, including the exact hairstyle and bun. It was the age-old "austere business professional" appearance. Without looking up, she said, "Good day, Captain Henry. Mr. Lou will see you shortly."

      The wait didn't last long. Henry barely had time to sit down before he was called into the inner office. Inside were more of the same art pieces and other signs of wealth and power that the outer office possessed. But it was all space-conscious in use; every square centimeter was utilized, and the office was barely a quarter the size of the outer office—nothing at all like what he'd expected.

      At the central chair, Mr. Lou sat in a finely tailored business suit of gray and black. His appearance reminded Henry of Tia in complexion and facial structure. His graying dark hair was combed into place. Gray eyes looked over Henry carefully. "Captain James Henry," he said in a slow, thoughtful voice. His accent was the same as Tia's too, which Henry found peculiar, knowing what he did about Tia's homeworld. "You come highly recommended by Mr. Robinson."

      "I'm glad to hear it. We've done some careful work for him," Henry noted. He didn't bother adding that some of it hadn't been entirely legal. "I admit I was surprised to hear you wanted to see me in person, Mr. Lou. I don't often get invitations from wealthy Galters."

      Lou smiled thinly. "I would imagine not. Nor do I."

      "Ah?"

      Lou leaned back in his chair. "For all of the founders' talk about a world where the productive and capable should be the leading class, Galt has developed other forms of classism. Some of my peers in business don't quite like the fact that a Hestian worker has become their equal."

      "I see." Henry took the offered seat. "So what can I do for you, Mr. Lou?"

      "I have a job that requires some… care. One I can't be directly tied to.”

      "And yet you had me walk into your office in broad daylight?"

      "Yes, well, I never said I had just one job requiring such," Lou remarked, smiling. "The important thing for my competitors is they won't know why I'm hiring you, and I’ve made arrangements to keep them guessing." He took a drink of what Henry guessed to be tea. But his eyes never left their steady gaze, squarely on him. It was clear Lou was assessing him in some way. "Besides, I wanted to see you face to face. The nemesis of Kalling Engineering."

      The name drained any emotion from Henry's expression.

      Lou noticed the effect his words had and chuckled. "After the incident with the Laffey and your so-called court-martial, I canceled my contract with Kalling," he said. "Whatever your superiors thought about the outcome, I could easily understand what was going on."

      Henry still said nothing, nor did his expression change one bit.

      "A sensitive spot. I understand." He sipped again, his focus still on Henry. "I wanted to see you in person, judge your character beyond my reports and Mister Robinson's praise."

      "And what do you think?"

      "I think you're just the man I need for this job," Lou replied. "Have you heard of Yan'katar?"

      Henry let the name roll around his head for a moment. "It's a neutral planet near the frontiers of the Jalm'tar Empire," he said. "To Spinward of here, two weeks’ worth of jumps."

      "Yes. It's the one port the Jalm'tar allow to move goods to and from their space. A multi-species business council oversees the day-to-day operations, but in truth, the Empire's consul is the real power there." Lou finished the last gulp of his tea. "I have a business venture on Yan'katar. A local herb from the Empire with compatible biochemistry to Humans. Studies show it will have great medical benefits on worlds that don't have access to modern medical technology. The Jalm'tar have recently agreed to permit its legal export, and my man on Yan'katar was the first to get a favorable contract."

      "And you want me to pick this up," Henry said.

      "Yes."

      "You're afraid competitors will interfere if they realize you've got his deal? Why don't they know already?"

      "The agreement is secret. I paid a premium for it, and the Jalm'tar place stock in honesty. Or at least being bought honestly, I suppose." Lou chuckled in a low tone of bemusement. "But I have no regular transport contracts to Yan'katar. If I sent a ship in my fleet to pick up the shipment, my competitors would notice. They'll realize I made a deal. And their reaction will be hostile."

      "As in they'll hire pirates or someone else to steal it from you," Henry said.

      "And the Imperial consul will consider me incapable as a business partner and end my deal, yes."

      "Okay, fair enough. Is this just a one-time thing or do you intend to ask me to make this a regular route…?"

      "I need to demonstrate I can deliver the product," Lou said. "Establish faith and credit with the Imperial consul and with those awaiting delivery of the herbs. Your shipment should suffice. Once it’s known I can deliver, the need for secrecy passes."

      "Alright." Henry was already calculating his costs in his head. A month away from space with regular Human habitation isn't going to be easy on the grocery costs. We'll have to stock up here. At Galt prices. "How much is the contract for?" he asked, already considering his refueling costs as well.

      Lou presented a digital reader. Henry looked it over. The legal language was regular, with an ironclad non-disclosure agreement attached. And the compensation wasn’t too much, but it was enough to win him over.

      "I pay well for good work," Lou assured him. "You could say it is a… monomania of mine. Good work deserves good pay."

      Henry nodded and affixed his signature. The pad took a thumbprint and geneprint as security for the signature. "Alright, Mr. Lou, we'll be on our way to Yan'katar," he began. "We'll depart this evening, as soon as we get the stores and fuel we need."

      "Excellent," said Lou. "All things considered, Captain, I think you will find that this, in the end, is a simple job."

      Henry's smile turned brittle as those three words echoed in his head and in the very depths of his being. "Mr. Lou, if you know of what happened with the Laffey," he said, "then you should know how little I find the word 'simple' reassuring."
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        New Sandhurst Station

        Berkshire System, Terran Coalition

        29 March 2546

      

      

      

      "Don't worry, Colonel," said General Ulysses Erhart, smiling amiably. "It's a simple mission."

      Newly-minted Lieutenant Colonel James Henry nodded politely at the general. The gesture obscured his uncertainty about things. He was fresh from a combat command, having served as the first officer on the destroyer Sun Yat-sen. His new assignment was unfamiliar territory. The fact it was given by one of the Coalition's most respected war commanders, who’d repeatedly beaten the League over the last sixteen years, made him even more nervous.

      "Why have I been picked, sir?" asked Henry. "I was under the impression I would be given a destroyer, not assigned to an R&D operation."

      "You are, officially speaking, being given a destroyer," Erhart pointed out. "The Laffey is an old reserve ship that got shot to shit at Eta Capri six years ago, but she's still a spaceworthy ship, and this could bring us victory in the war." At the look on Henry's face, Erhart nodded. "I'm serious, Colonel. The new fusion drives will give our ships a significant advantage in maneuvering over League ships."

      Henry couldn't argue against that. Destroyer combat often hinged around maneuverability, who could out-turn who or evade the most fire. Having a significant edge would allow CDF destroyers to sweep away League destroyer squadrons and improve attack run capability against their battleships. But Erhart still hadn't answered his question. "I appreciate that, sir. But wouldn't this be a better command for someone with an engineering background?"

      "We already have all the engineers we need," Erhart said. "We want someone with field experience in destroyers to put the drive through its paces. Push its limits. We have to know this thing will operate under combat conditions. That's your part in this. As I said, it's a simple one." Erhart grinned. "You let the engineers do their work, run some combat power exercises, and you'll be first in line for a new destroyer. Maybe even for another promotion."

      "I don't need buttering up, sir," Henry said defensively. “I'll do my duty. I just wanted to make sure I was the best man for the job."

      "Good to hear it, Colonel. You're dismissed. Godspeed."
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      Major Felix Rothbard was waiting for Henry when he walked out of the gravlift to New Sandhurst Station's commercial deck. His wheat-colored hair was combed into place, and he gave his friend a respectful salute, which Henry returned. "New assignment?" he asked.

      "Yes, and not what I expected," Henry answered.

      "Oh? What? A shore posting? Or XO slot on a cruiser or something?"

      Henry shook his head. "No, I'm going to command the Laffey. Technology testing ship."

      Felix's expression betrayed his surprise. "Really? After everything else that's happened, Colonel Goldstein's glowing recommendation, the New Denmark campaign…"

      "It's not going to be a long assignment, just a few months at most," Henry said. "I'm supposed to put the ship through combat maneuvers to test everything. That's it."

      "Huh." Felix sighed. "Well, good luck. I'm shipping out for the Epaminondas tomorrow."

      "That's good news. A cruiser assignment."

      "Tactical Action Officer. Another step on my own road to command. Maybe I'll catch up to you while you mind the designers and their toys?" Felix grinned as he spoke.

      Henry matched the grin. "Maybe."

      Felix patted him on the back. "Even if I don't, maybe I'll end up as your XO on the next ship." They walked off toward the heart of the commercial zone and to one of the favored establishments for CDF personnel. "Because I've always got your back, Jim, and I always will."

      "I know, Felix. And I've got yours.”
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        Shadow Wolf

        Galt System

        Trifid Nebula Region, Neutral Space

        3 April 2559

      

      

      

      The Shadow Wolf burned away from Galt and toward the nearest jump zone, where her Lawrence drive could generate a wormhole in safety. In the galley of the ship, Felix Rothbard looked over a handheld projector and the star map it was projecting as a three-dimensional sphere. "Yan'katar," he said, shaking his head. "Damn, Jim, that's quite a run. Never been out toward the Jalm'tar before. Lots of rumors about them."

      "I trust the compensation is worth this journey?" rumbled Yanik, his Saurian oral structure giving his words a slight hiss.

      "More than worth it," Henry said in reply. "It'll make good the refit Tia's people at Trinidad gave us."

      "Losing two holds for it was a high price," Felix said. "You're still sure Tia's people did the work right? That we weren't scammed?"

      "She's never let me down yet," Henry answered. "And you saw how our tests went, Felix. The stuff works."

      The door to the mess hall slid open and admitted Piper Lopez. She had a pale bronze complexion with brown hair and eyes, while her hair was pulled back into a braid. A crystal hung from the necklace she wore. Beside her, Brigitte Tam'si entered, purple-dyed mohawk and all. Both wore the standard gray spacer jumpsuits common on many independent ships, these having "Shadow Wolf" stenciled over the heart and back. "The stores are all good, and some choice bits," Piper said. "Oskar is going to be having us jog the halls for hours to burn the calories."

      "And we'll jog them too," Brigitte said. "Where ever did you get cuts of Nueva Plata beef?"

      "You can find anything on Galt for the right price," Felix reminded them. "Coming to start away on our new grub, or did you have something else in mind?"

      "I'm just giving Brigitte some more history lessons," Piper offered. "To make up for the party line dogma she's grown up being told."

      "Let me guess." Felix put his fingers to his temples, mimicking a holoseries performer he'd once seen pretending to be psychic. "The true and noble World Society took over Earth while all of those foolish superstitious religious people, crazy nationalists, and evil capitalists left rather than become part of the great and beautiful whole of Society. And good riddance to them, because otherwise, we would have had to fight them and they might have beaten us."

      Brigitte was chortling through most of the performance. "Not the last," she said. "Your ancestors left because they knew the rest of Humanity was tired of their lies and exploitation, but they were so proud and selfish that they simply wouldn't accept the Society's wonderful future." She took a seat and flashed him a quick grin. Her voice was thick with sarcasm when she resumed speaking. "It's why the war happened, you know. The League's noble defenders came to your capital system under a flag of peace and offered you the chance to rejoin Society, and you sicced a fleet at them rather than listen to their perfectly reasonable offer."

      "Hell of a way to spin a surprise attack." Henry guffawed, matching Brigitte's grin. He took a swig from his flask before standing. "We're going to make our first jump soon."

      "I've got the course plotted in already," Piper assured him. "All anyone has to do is trigger the drive at the jump zones along the way. The rest of us can enjoy the two-week cruise to distant frontiers."

      "Ha," Felix laughed. "I guess it's just going to be one regular ol' pleasure cruise."

      Henry sighed at that, grinned to himself, and left for the bridge.
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        CSV Laffey

        Berkshire System, Terran Coalition

        2 April 2546

      

      

      

      "Now let's get one thing straight," declared Lt. Colonel James Henry to the assembled two hundred and five officers and crew of the CSV Laffey. "This isn't a pleasure cruise." From his place in her shuttle hangar, standing on a pallet of crates, he watched them pay the usual attention to a CO's welcome speech: as little as they could get away with.

      "We might be five hundred light-years from the nearest League ship, but that doesn't mean we get to relax. This ship is on full duty with the fleet, and we're going to behave appropriately. Watches will be properly manned, and you will conduct yourself as if we were on standard patrol." He gave them a moment to consider that before he came to his conclusion. "We've got an important job here. We're field-testing a new drive system that’ll give us an edge in the war. It'll help us defend our homes from League attack. And we'll be the ones to make sure the damn thing works, so we need to be at our best and maybe make some history. That’s all I have to say. You’re dismissed. Godspeed."

      The crew dispersed. Major Tabitha Hale, his XO, approached. She was a slender woman, fair-skinned with hair the color of dark wine and dark brown eyes. "Well put, sir," she said in the tones of a New Ohio accent.

      "I would've put them to sleep if I'd talked any more," Henry replied.

      "Likely, sir," she agreed amiably. "The Kalling team is ready for you in the officers' wardroom, sir."

      He nodded in acknowledgment. "I'll see you on the bridge later."

      "Of course, sir."
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      The wardroom was, like all such rooms on a destroyer, compact in size, one section aft of the ship's bridge. Henry walked in and found the table already attended by the design team, as well as who he assumed,  was a senior executive of Kalling Engineering. General Erhart was present with General Barton, a rising star in the CDF's upper echelons. Their presence prompted Henry to brace to attention and state his presence. "Lieutenant Colonel Henry reports as ordered, sir."

      "At ease," Erhart said. "Now that you've seen to your crew, Colonel, I thought it was time to introduce you to the design team you'll be working with." He held out a hand toward the man with the best-looking suit, a high-collared business jacket of navy blue color. "This is Oliver Faulkner, the Chief Operating Officer of Kalling Engineering."

      As Faulkner approached, Henry got a good look at the man. He was solid in build, a little stocky, in fact, and his brown hair was combed to the left with great care. Blue eyes focused on Henry. He had the same fair skin tone as Major Hale and spoke with a similar accent. "Nice to meet you, Lieutenant Colonel. At last, our little team is complete." He offered his hand.

      Henry took the offered hand as a matter of politeness if nothing else. "Sir, a pleasure," he said as they shared a handshake. "You'll be overseeing the tests?"

      "Only at a high level, but yes." He nodded to a man who shared Henry's African descent. "This is Doctor Carl Larkin. He's the head of our design team and will be staying on your ship for the tests."

      "Captain," Larkin spoke with a faint New Antillean accent, the progeny of the various Anglo-Caribbean accents and dialects used by the original settlers of the planet. "Lookin' forward to working with you. What we have is nothing less than a breakthrough in starship propulsion."

      "So I've heard," said Henry.

      Larkin went on to introduce the rest of his team. They were evidently the cream of the crop of the Coalition's engineering profession, coming from worlds across Coalition territory. When Larkin finished, Henry asked, "Will Captain Soto be working with you?" He was speaking of the ship's official Chief Engineer, Captain Maria Soto.

      "My team will see to the engine itself, of course, but we will do so with the support of Captain Soto and her staff," was the answer.

      Henry wasn't surprised to hear it. But he did feel a little troubled the ship's actual chief engineer was being treated as nothing more than backup.

      "We might as well begin the presentation," Faulkner said, gaining everyone's attention. They returned to their seats, leaving the last for Henry. "Since the Exodus, spaceflight's come down mostly to ion and plasma thrust drives. We've been refining the technology for hundreds of years. But we've long come to a point of no return on improving the capability of the technology. Hence, the breakthrough of the fusion drive."

      "We've had fusion since the Exodus," Henry noted. "What's new about this?"

      "You're speaking of fusion for power generation, Colonel," Faulkner said. "The fusion drive fuses deuterium and helium-3 to produce plasma for thrust. It can even do double duty, adding to available electrical power for a ship while the plasma byproduct provides the thrust."

      "And it does so better than a standard plasma drive?" Henry asked.

      "Yes, greatly," Larkin began. "Our test engine has repeatedly shown thrust capacities above those of plasma drives. The increase in thrust is as high as 100 percent."

      Henry sucked in a breath. The reading materials he'd been given upon acceptance of the assignment hadn't made that point clear. He was already envisioning CDF ships running circles around their League foes.

      The rest of the meeting was taken up by discussions of the test range to be used, the fleet's backup shakedown range in Phi Philomena, and the maneuvers to be exercised. Henry made several proposed revisions to them, some of which were accepted, but it was quite clear that Faulkner and Erhart were determined to push the envelope. They wanted the fusion drive approved for fleet employment in new destroyer classes, and eventually the whole fleet.

      When the meeting ended, Faulkner made sure to shake Henry's hand again. "We're looking forward to your ship putting our engine through its paces," he said.

      "I'll do what I can," Henry replied.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Shadow Wolf

        Open Space

        6 April 2559

      

      

      

      The Shadow Wolf's engine room was toward the rear of the ship, between the rear-most holds. Here, fusion reactors providing the ship's electrical power were under the watchful eye of Pieter Hartzog. A descendant of the Boers who colonized New Oranje, Pieter was one of Henry's oldest hires for his ship. His experience in maintaining starship engines and power plants was a necessary talent to have in any crew, especially at his skill level.

      "Are the drives holding up?" Henry asked him. "It's been a while since we pushed them like this."

      "They're doing fine, sir." Pieter's accent extended the "ooo" sound in "doing." He looked up from one of his monitoring consoles. "We've still got at least a dozen jumps before we even have to think about maintenance."

      "Well, a dozen jumps from now, we'll be on our trip back home," Henry pointed out. "So I want you to keep a sharp eye on everything."

      Pieter gave him a look that spoke of feeling offended. "As if I'd do anything else, sir?"

      "Just covering all the bases, Pieter. You're one of the best ship engineers I've worked with."

      Pieter flashed a silly grin. "But not the best? I should feel hurt, I think."

      Henry returned it with one of his own, although it wasn't as prominent, and there was an edge to it. "There have been others," he said quietly before departing.
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        CSV Laffey

        Berkshire System, Terran Coalition

        7 April 2546

      

      

      

      Captain Maria Soto entered James Henry's office on the Laffey and brought herself to attention. She was on the slim side, a faint bronze coloration to her skin, with cloud-gray eyes and dark brown hair held in a tight bun at the back of her neck. “Captain Maria Soto reports as ordered, sir.”

      He glanced up. "At ease, Captain."

      "Aye aye, sir," she answered. Her voice held a Spanish accent.

      Nueva Plata-born, I'm betting.

      "Colonel, sir, I must respectfully request your assistance or a transfer."

      Henry’s face morphed into a frown. "Oh? What's wrong?"

      "Everything, sir. Permission to speak freely?"

      That’s never a good sign. "Granted.”

      "I believe the Kalling team is cutting corners on the drive system," she said succinctly. "They’re more concerned with making deadlines than ensuring the safety of the ship and crew."

      Henry frowned. "That's a serious charge, Captain. Can you prove this?"

      She handed him a digital reader. "I've got their work orders and specs loaded, sir. You can see where they're cutting safety regs in favor of time."

      Henry took the reader and looked it over. He wasn't an engineer, but he thought he could see what she was getting at. Steps were being glossed over, and assumptions made instead of checked. "Alright," he said. "I'll bring this up with Larkin at tomorrow's meeting. But it's too late to ask for a transfer, Captain."

      "I understand that, sir, but respectfully… I am the Chief Engineer of this ship, and these systems are my responsibility," she said. "If something goes wrong, it’s on my head as much as theirs."

      "I understand, Captain," Henry assured her, "and I will bring it up with Larkin. You can be sure of that."

      "Then you should also ask him about the materials being used for the nozzle housing," Soto continued. "Because from what I've seen, I'm worried their alloy won't maintain strength when subjected to the stresses of a full burn. Especially if the plasma is stronger than the Kalling figures claim it will be."

      Henry typed the query down on his tablet. "I'll make sure to bring it up. Anything else I can do for you, Captain?"

      "No, sir. And thank you for hearing my concerns." Her expression didn't soften. "It looks like you're the only one who cares."
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      Henry went through the meeting with Faulkner, Erhart, Barton, and Larkin without saying much, not until the end, at which point he laid out what Soto's concerns were. "The captain's position is understandable, Colonel," Larkin said, "but in this matter, I will be responsible, not her. Please impress that upon her. And I would never endanger your ship and crew in such a way."

      It was a reasonable reply, and Henry responded with a nod. "I will." He moved on to the note he had with him. "And what about the drive itself? The materials you're using for the nozzle housing and the electro-plasma flow conduits, they're too light for the thrust level."

      "We're using a proprietary alloy," Faulkner answered. "We cannot share the formula until our contract is finalized and the CDF needs to know."

      Henry was given no chance to inquire further. "Concern yourself and your crew with the maneuvers, Colonel," Barton said abruptly. "Don't worry about the matters outside of your competence."

      "I have a responsibility to my crew to know as much as I can, sir," Henry said, his jaw set.

      "And you also have a responsibility to follow orders, Colonel, so consider yourself ordered to drop this matter."

      Seeing Barton was clearly against him, Henry nodded. "Yes, sir."

      "Now, to review the planned maneuvers…"
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        Shadow Wolf

        Open Space

        8 April 2559

      

      

      

      Five days out from Galt was the day for Henry's quarterly medical checkup. He arrived at the infirmary built astern of the Shadow Wolf's living quarters and found Oskar Kiderlein looking over his instruments. Oskar was the only member of the crew who could claim to have been born on the birth world of Humanity itself. He was from Earth—Germany, to be precise—where he'd learned medicine at one of the medical universities before being ordered into the League Social Defense Militia for a twenty-year term in the League military. The Militia was a dedicated service for garrisoning worlds, which included dealing with local insurgencies or resistance of any stripe.

      Oskar Kiderlein thus saw the League of Sol at its worst, since he was often the one treating the people the Social Defense Militia suppressed, or ones the security and secret police services "interviewed." He was also one of those who worked in the "socialization camps" on occupied worlds, used to convert the League's new citizens into "properly socialized members of Society." And when that twenty-year term was extended indefinitely, Oskar did the unthinkable to the League: he deserted.

      The League didn't take kindly to desertion. From what Henry knew, if Oskar ever fell into their hands, his fate would be an "interview" with some very unkind people, a speedy military trial, and followed by a quick ejection from the nearest airlock.

      "Ah, Captain," he said, his English accented with German in a way that brought back memories to Henry. "It is good to see you’re taking your health seriously."

      "CDF regs were pretty strict about it," Henry replied. "So yeah, I'm here." He took a seat on one of the three beds in the infirmary. Emergency bedding was available if it were ever needed, although that would be a pretty dicey situation for them if it came about. "And really, we're still nine days out from our destination, so I've got nothing better to do." Nothing better than to think about the Laffey, it seems. He blamed Lou's choice of words upon their parting, even if it was unfair.

      "I know the feeling," Oskar said. "I have spent the time reading medical journals." He ran a medical scanner over Henry’s upper body. After a few seconds, he noted his blood pressure reading and pulse. "Hrm, a little higher than usual," he said. "But not hypertensive."

      "No surprise, I suppose. We are on the way to the fringe of Human-explored space."

      "So I have read," said Oskar. "The Jalm'tar have never allowed Humans into their space."

      "They consider us disorderly, supposedly."

      "Well, our species is busy killing each other in the greatest interstellar war these arms of the galaxy has ever seen," Oskar commented wryly while checking Henry's body temperature with an infrared thermometer. "I can see their point of view."

      "So can I," Henry said. "Not just because of the war. It's bad enough we kill each other on purpose. When we do it by accident…"

      Oskar gave him a concerned look. "Ah. Yes. The time of year. I understand."

      Henry had no response to that. No verbal one anyway. Deep down, he couldn't help but think, No, you don't.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        CSV Laffey

        Phi Philomena System, Terran Coalition

        16 April 2546

      

      

      

      After the weeks of preparation, the day of the testing arrived with the Laffey crew ready to see what their old ship could do. Dr. Larkin and a few of his team members would be directly observing the fusion drive's performance in the field test while the rest of the team would watch from the bridge of the cruiser CSV Solzhenitsyn.

      On the bridge of Laffey, James Henry called the ship to general quarters. Major Hale was at her station to his left, allowing her immediate control of internal ship communications and monitoring of the crew's reports and situation. Toward the bow, the navigation station was manned by First Lieutenant Joachim Mueller and the tactical action station by First Lieutenant Anthony Xu. Ship-to-ship communications were under the control of Second Lieutenant Janine Renner. Other backup stations were manned by junior officers and NCOs.

      Renner looked up from her station. "Erhart's sent us the all-clear, sir. They're ready for us to begin."

      Henry switched the intercom controls on the arm of his chair to engineering. "Engineering, Are you ready for combat power?"

      "Yes, sir," replied Soto.

      Her voice was professional, without a hint of the frustration he knew her to have still. Henry spent two hours the other day talking her out of demanding relief from her post. It would have destroyed her career if he'd let her issue it, not to mention complicated the testing. And she'd not let him get away without warnings of what might go wrong.

      It gave the day a veneer of real worry, not unlike a day where combat was possible while on patrol. Henry resolved to cancel the maneuver if it looked like his ship was threatened.

      Henry switched the intercom again. "Drive Testing Control, Bridge. Doctor, we're ready."

      "As are we, Colonel. Commence the test."

      "Navigation, half-power to the fusion drive."

      "Aye aye, sir," said the New Bavarian Astrogator, his English accented with the German of his homeworld.

      The wording was not technically accurate but merely a matter of tradition. Older plasma and ion drives required electrical sources of power to go into operation, so sending them said power from a ship's fusion cores was part of the way most vessels operated. The new engine would produce its own electrical power with the helium-3/deuterium fusion reaction. The plasma that provided thrust was the byproduct of that reaction.

      The Laffey's main engines came alive with a cerulean light. Henry listened quietly as Mueller reported their acceleration rate and increase. As expected, the Laffey was accelerating far quicker than ships of its class would ordinarily perform at a half-power burn. Noting the distance to the next testing area, he contemplated what acceleration profile to approach with.

      "Conn, communcations. Signal from General Erhart, sir," said Renner. "We are instructed to give the drives a full-burn run."

      Henry forced himself not to sigh. He already imagined Faulkner and maybe Barton were pushing for this, not happy with his cautious raising of the thrust to ensure himself regarding Soto's worries. "Acknowledge them. Navigation, bring us up to three-quarters burn for ten seconds, then full burn."

      "Aye aye, sir."

      The Laffey's acceleration picked up quickly. He noted the recorded velocity and had to admit that Kalling was delivering on its promises. With this kind of acceleration, we would have absolute freedom to dictate engagement against the League. They'd always be on their back foot.

      Full burn came. The ship was reaching an acceleration rate that was starting to overcome the inertial dampener system, bringing them from the .96Gs standard to 1.12Gs. He glanced to Hale. "XO, anything from damage control systems?"

      "Structure is holding steady. The reinforcements from the yard are working, sir," Hale replied. "Inertial dampeners are struggling, though. The extra field generator isn't enough to counter this amount of acceleration."

      Henry nodded. 1.12Gs was not too bad, at least. But it could get worse if the dampeners failed any further. "Keep an eye on the system, then."

      "Aye aye, sir."

      To please Faulkner and Larkin, Henry let the engine remain at full burn for most of the trip. In the final five minutes, he gave the order to cut engine power and activate the deceleration graviton field. Without an atmosphere, space didn't allow for easy breaking—ordinarily, you had to turn your ship and use your main engines to decelerate—but the graviton field acted as a replacement for atmospheric drag, decelerating a vessel without requiring further consumption of drive fuel. It operated on similar principles to deflector shield technology and energy grapplers.

      The open space was at the Lagrange point of Phi Philomena 4, the main settlement in the system. Far on the edge of it were three contacts. Two were Coalition destroyers, identified on the screens as the CSV Sophie Scholl and the CSV Ophelia. The third was a captured League destroyer of the Cobra classification, re-christened as the CSV Kale. "Navigation, begin evasive approach," Henry ordered. "Your discretion."

      "Aye aye, sir, evasive approach," answered Mueller.

      That order gave Mueller control over their maneuvers, and Henry was impressed by the junior officer's decisions on their approach vector. As per the test, the three destroyers ahead were tracking them and firing dummy rounds, treating their approach as a hostile destroyer on an attack run. Ordinarily, three destroyers against one were terrible odds, but the acceleration profile of their drives allowed Mueller to throw off their foes' predictive firing patterns. The Laffey's fusion drives made it simple to evade the incoming simulated fire.

      When they reached the ten-thousand-kilometer range from the other destroyers, the test ended, and the simulated fire ceased. "Status, Major?" Henry asked Hale.

      "Deflectors still at seventy percent effectiveness," Hale answered. "All systems normal."

      "Communications, relay that result to the Solzhenitsyn."

      Moments passed before Renner gave a response. "Result is considered 'mostly satisfactory,' sir."

      Henry's eyebrow went up. "'Mostly' satisfactory?" he asked aloud.

      "Yes, sir."

      They must think I'm playing it safe. Well, I am, but not as safe as I'd like. Henry set his jaw for a moment before nodding once more. "Acknowledge that. Mister Mueller, you know what you're doing, but it's clear our superiors want the drive pushed further. I won't ask you to take that responsibility on yourself, so I'll issue movement orders from here on out."

      "Understood, sir," said Mueller.

      "Colonel Kramer on the Scholl signals readiness to commence direct tactical test," Renner said.

      "Begin countdown. Navigation, prepare combat power, Attack Maneuver Charlie."

      "Aye aye, sir."

      "TAO…"

      "Designating targets Masters Ten, Eleven and Tweleve, sir," Xu answered. "Weapons set for simulated fire."

      "Conn, Engineering." Soto's voice came over the intercom. "Colonel, our systems are showing microfractures formed in plasma nozzle 2 during the approach burn. Recommend reduction in combat power."

      "Understood, Engineering," Henry said. "Continue monitoring. Mister Mueller…"

      "Aye aye, sir, I'll keep the engines to no more than three-quarters," replied Mueller.

      "Good. Ms. Renner, give us a countdown to the commencement of the exercise."

      "Aye, sir. Synching with Red Force squadron now. Maneuvering phase commences in ten, nine, eight…"

      The countdown finished with Renner announcing "Mark." At that point, Mueller put the fusion drives back to power, granting velocity to the Laffey. Her opponents did the same until all of the ships were in motion relative to each other.

      "Engagement phase in ten, nine, eight…"

      Henry said nothing through the second countdown either, allowing Renner to finish it and for Mueller and Xu to enact their orders.

      Even at three-quarters combat power, the fusion drives granted Henry and his ship a definite advantage. The incoming fire grazed their deflectors or failed to hit at all. Xu's return fire was not the most accurate either, of course, but he was doing better than any of the opposing tactical officers.

      "Deflectors still holding," remarked Hale. From her combat station, she monitored the ship's condition. "No damage."

      "Master Twelve has partial shield loss," Xu said. "Focusing fire."

      With that in mind, Henry considered his options and said, "TAO, Attack maneuver X-Ray.”

      "Aye, sir."

      Mueller was just putting the orders into practice when Renner spoke up. "Sir, signal from Testing Command. You are instructed to put the engines to full."

      Henry frowned. "Are you sure that's what they're asking?"

      "Yes, sir," she said quietly. "Directly from General Erhart."

      Henry felt his jaw tighten for a moment. "Patch me over." He waited until the light beside his chair lit up before saying, "General, I..."

      Erhart cut him off before he could say more. "You have your orders, Colonel, and I expect them to be obeyed. That is all."

      And indeed it was, and it made Henry feel wrong. Not just wrong, but betrayed. As the ship's CO, he was responsible for everything onboard and for the safety of his crew. It was one thing to put them in harm's way for a battle, quite another to do so as part of a weapons test.

      But orders were still orders. If he didn't do it, Erhart would relieve him and find someone who would, even if it meant sending an officer from Solzhenitsyn. "Engineering, Bridge," he said into the ship’s intercom. "Prep for full burn on fusion drives."

      Soto's voice crackled back with heat and some venom. "Sir, I must advise against…"

      "Orders from above, Captain. Monitor those drives." Henry nodded to Mueller. "Go to full power on the fusion drives, Lieutenant."

      "Aye, sir," answered Mueller, looking perturbed as he did.

      The Laffey's acceleration picked up. Now her maneuvers were completely outpacing her three foes, and Master Twelve – Kale – was reduced to a burning wreck in the simulation. Soon that ship ceased firing and stopped moving. "Focus on Master Ten," Henry ordered Xu.

      "Aye, sir, firing on Master Ten."

      Dummy mag-cannon rounds and low-power shots from the old pulse guns tracked across space, focusing on the Scholl. A newer ship than Laffey, she took the fire well in the simulation. But her return volleys, and those of the Ophelia, were failing to connect to the Laffey, at least enough to seriously degrade her shields.

      Hale whistled to herself. "Damn. The League won't be able to touch us."

      "Yeah," agreed Henry. "So long as…"

      The entire ship shook violently. Henry's heart skipped a beat in the process. That kind of thing was never good news on a ship, and he already had a terrible…

      "Conn, Engineering, rupture in engine housing two! I repeat, rupture!" Soto's voice cried out. "Complete failure, plasma is entering the ship!"

      "Cut power to drives, now!" Henry ordered Mueller.

      Mueller did so. He shook his head. "The reaction is not shutting down, sir! Fusion drive is still stuck on full!"

      "Testing Control, Bridge, what's going on back there?" Henry shouted into the system. When there was no response, he added, "Doctor Larkin, we need that drive shut down!"

      Hale looked back from her display. "Sir, internal systems show that the blast from the initial failure… the plasma went into Testing Control. They're gone."

      Henry swallowed hard. "Engineering, Bridge, we can't shut down the drives from here. Evacuate the rear sections of the ship immediately."

      "Sir, Solzhenitsyn is demanding a status report," Renner said.

      Henry came close to erupting in fury at the request, but he bit it back down at the last minute. "Tell them to stand by," he said while considering his options. If they couldn't shut down the drive via electronic controls, the next step would be to deprive it of fuel. He looked to Hale. "Major, vent our fuel reserves."

      "Aye aye, sir.” Hale stared at her board for a moment. "Something's wrong. The interior tanks aren't venting. They're not getting my control signal." She glanced back at him. "The control system's locked off. I can't access it."

      That was not what he wanted to hear. The interior reserve tanks held enough fuel to keep the reactors going for at least another half an hour, if not longer. By then, the superheated plasma produced by the fusion drives would fill much of the ship, even with the bulkheads to slow it.

      "Bridge, Engineering," said Soto. "We're evacuating now. I'm suiting up and heading to manual control for interior tanks. I'll vent from there."

      Hale gave Henry a look that confirmed his fears. The controls would be in a part of the ship at immediate risk. And against the plasma generated by the fusion engines, Soto's suit would fare no better than the bulkheads. "Captain, evacuate with the others."

      "Sir, if we don't stop that reaction, the plasma will get through the rest of the ship in a few minutes. This stuff… it's hotter than the designers anticipated."

      Henry heard that and felt his jaw clench. If that was true, and if they couldn't stop the engines, could the ship be evacuated in so short a time?

      Hale looked up. "Bulkheads in Section H are already failing. Plasma entering Section G on multiple decks."

      "All crew to the life pods. Now." Henry turned to Xu. "Lieutenant…"

      "I've already got armory crew ejecting the stores, sir."

      Henry nodded in approval of Xu's initiative. He turned his attention to Hale. "Do we have Soto's transponder?"

      "Yes, sir. She's entering Section H now, Deck Six. Just below the interior tank access."

      Henry considered keying her comms, but he didn't want to distract her. "Plasma presence?"

      "It's approaching the area," said Hale. "I'd almost say to let the plasma deal with the fuel lines, but I don't think it would before it gets to the rest of the ship."

      "It wouldn't," Henry said. Those lines were made to endure even more than protective bulkheads.

      "Sir, Solzhenitsyn is signaling, demanding to know status," Renner repeated.

      "Inform them we have taken casualties and lost propulsion control. Evacuation of the ship may be in order." Henry kept any further comments to himself. Whatever happened, there would be a Board of Inquiry over this incident, and the investigators for the JAG would handle it.

      "Manually venting tanks now," said Soto.

      Hale shook her head. "The plasma's getting through the stern bulkhead for Section G. She needs to get out of there."

      "Status on the tanks?" Henry asked, just managing to keep the impatience out of his voice.

      "Venting now. Sixty percent capacity... fifty-five... fifty…"

      "Soto, get out of there, now!" Henry ordered.

      "Doing so now," she confirmed. "I'm heading for—"

      What came next wasn't a sound so much as a silence. An abrupt end to all noise. After a moment of no further communication, Henry said, "Captain. Captain, this is Colonel Henry, please respond."

      He glanced at Hale in time for her to look to him. She shook her head, her eyes lowered. "Colonel, the plasma leaked into the fuel tank chamber," she said. "She's gone, sir."
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      Hendricks Station was a standard Naval Support Station in orbit over Phi Philomena 3, the system's only inhabited planet. The oceanic world below was not densely populated, sporting just a few research stations across the globe and two mining stations on the planet's sole continent, extracting strategic ores needed for the war effort.

      The station itself was a toroid with an inner cylinder attached to four arms linking it to the outer torus, which was lined with docking platforms. The ships docked reflected the mixed military and civilian nature of the facility, with private ore haulers and supply ships using their designated areas while two-thirds of the ring was reserved for military use.

      One such dock was now the home of the broken Laffey. One of her aft engines was split entirely open from the failure of the new drives. Henry stood by himself at an observation window looking out at the sight of the old destroyer. He smoldered quietly at the sight and what led to it. In his mind, he composed and re-composed the letter that he’d be writing to Maria Soto's family. She'd certainly saved the ship and dozens of her crewmates' lives by manually draining the fuel reserves feeding the fusion drives.

      Now there was nothing left of her but that fact. The plasma created by those same drives had seen to it.

      The same was true of Dr. Larkin and some of his staff, and another eighteen members of the Laffey's crew. Eighteen more letters Henry had to write. The terrible day was almost over, but the grief it was bringing never would.

      Major Hale stepped up beside him. "We didn't have many wounded. A few bruises and bumps from the explosion," she said. "They're in Hendricks’ infirmary now."

      "Good," Henry managed to say.

      "Sir, you were following orders," Hale pointed out. "Erhart and Faulkner wanted the drive at full."

      "Twenty-seven people are dead because I followed their orders. Needlessly dead," Henry answered. "I should’ve refused."

      "They would have relieved you. On the spot. It still would’ve happened, sir."

      "Maybe, but it wouldn't have been on my watch," Henry said firmly, his jaw still clenched. "I don't know what Erhart thinks he was doing…"

      "Lieutenant Colonel James Henry?"

      The voice was a man's, a rumbling baritone that drew the attention of both officers. A major in CDF uniform with a tan complexion and dark brown hair approached, flanked by two MPs. Henry noted the insignia of a JAG officer on the major. He returned the salute given him. "Major, what can I do for you?" He felt some surprise that things were moving so fast, even if he preferred to get it over with.

      "Sir, I am Major Karl Huerta," the man said. "Judge Advocate General's office. I’m here to take you into custody."

      "Custody?" Hale blurted out. "What the hell…"

      Henry let the word echo in his mind a few times. A Board of Inquiry didn't take potential witnesses into "custody." "Major, please explain," Henry asked.

      "Of course, sir," said Huerta, still as quietly and calmly perfunctory as before. "I am here to place you under arrest, Colonel Henry, until your general court-martial can be convened."

      Court-martial? The announcement left Henry reeling for a second. He recovered just enough to ask, "What are the charges, Major?"

      "In the matter of the near-loss of the CSV Laffey during technical testing exercises, Lieutenant Colonel James Henry, you are charged with dereliction of duty and twenty-seven counts of murder by depraved indifference to life, sir," Huerta replied. "Please, come with me."

      Hale's jaw dropped.

      Henry nearly dropped in his tracks. He felt struck dumb by Major Huerta's announcement. None of this made sense. None of it.

      He'd expected hard questions at a Board of Inquiry. He was already steeling himself for the loss of any hope of a command position in his career, given the hostility from Faulkner and his company. But a general court-martial? Charges of murder? As if he were responsible for the deaths of Captain Soto, Doctor Larkin, and the others? None of it, not a bit of it, made any sense.

      Just as the Marines stepped forward to take him, Henry recovered enough to act. "Lead the way, Major," he said, his voice quiet, numb, as his mind tried and failed to process what was happening.

      Huerta said nothing more as he and the MPs marched Henry away.
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        Shadow Wolf

        Open Space

        11 April 2559

      

      

      

      Another day was ending for the Shadow Wolf. Henry stepped into his cabin, just aft of his office, and removed his jacket. He set it on the hook he'd installed on the bulkhead wall and was in the middle of considering a shower when the door chime went off. He walked up and answered it.

      Felix was at the door, a bottle of Scotch in one hand and two glass tumblers in the other. "I know what time of year it is," he began, "and what's going through your mind. So here I am, Jim."

      Henry gave him a small grin and invited him in. He didn't bother trying to hide the pain in the smile either. He offered the single chair in his quarters for Felix and sat on his bed, wrinkling the sheets from the military-crisp perfection that habit required of him every morning. Felix slid his round table over and poured the contents of his bottle into both glasses. "Straight from New Hebridia.”

      "Good stuff, then," Henry said. "Uncle Charlie always swore by New Hebridean Scotch." He considered the glass and its contents. "We went through a whole bottle of this stuff while we were working on the ship."

      "Your Uncle Charlie is the best-damned ship fixer in the Coalition, Jim," Felix boasted. "How is he?"

      "Still more good days than bad, I hear. Doctors are saying the disorder's being controlled by the meds, but they can't guarantee it'll last."

      "Well, we'll have to swing by Tylerville soon, let the old fellow see how well we're doing." Felix took a small gulp. "How are you holding up this year?"

      "About as well as I ever do," Henry admitted. "Thirteen years, Felix. Quite a lot of time."

      "Not so long. Not long enough to forget." Felix shook his head. "When I heard you'd been arrested, the Epaminondas and her squadron had just sent the League running from Kalypso. The news ruined the victory celebration for me. Killed the mood flat."

      Henry nodded. "Sorry to hear that."

      Felix pulled the glass away from his mouth to speak. "Nothing for you to be sorry about." He then took another sip of the drink.

      Henry finished his own. Almost by automatic, he refilled the tumbler. "A lot for me to be sorry about."

      "No. I mean it. None of the guilt and shame crap." Felix held the glass away. "I don't give a damn what the service says, Jim. I know you, so I know what happened. If anything, I should be the one apologizing."

      "For?"

      "For not getting out sooner." Felix took a quick swig. He winced a little; he'd downed a bit more than he expected. "I should’ve come out here and joined you a hell of a lot sooner than I did."

      "You were doing your duty, just as your old man wanted," Henry said. "Don't worry about it." He shook his head and put down another gulp. He wouldn't drink too much more, he thought. No need for a hangover in the morning.

      Then again, with memories of his arrest at Hendricks Station now filling his head, Henry decided a hangover might just be the result of the night after all.
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        Hendricks Station

        Phi Philomena System, Terran Coalition

        April 19, 2546

      

      

      

      The wheels of military justice turned abnormally quickly. The day after his arrest, Henry was assigned his attorney. Major Celinda Snow of the JAG office came to him, got his statement, and went off to interview those present in the Bridge and on the Solzhenitsyn at the time of the incident. Two days later, she retrieved him from his cell in the Hendricks Station jail and brought him to a conference room in the station's administrative section.

      Major Huerta was waiting, as were several officers. Some were JAG, but Henry was certain one was from Erhart's staff. He met their eyes directly as he sat beside Snow. She was Canaan born, with a tanned bronze tone to her skin that seemed to defy her last name, built tall and robust.

      "Now that you're here, we can begin this deposition," Huerta noted. "I've gone over your statement provided by defense counsel. It raises some eyebrows."

      Given those words, it was now clear Huerta was the investigating officer for the JAG. He would possibly even be the prosecutor in the court-martial if it proceeded. Henry was wondering if there would be one, or if this was just an overreaction to satisfy someone back on Canaan. He shifted those considerations into the back of his mind and asked, "In what way, Major?"

      "Your account of the incident, Colonel. You still hold that you did not defy orders?"

      "I did not, Major," said Henry.

      "And you will state this under oath?"

      "The most binding oath I can give, yes."

      An older officer, a man with Henry's coloration and the “golden bird” rank insignia of a full colonel, shifted in his chair. His name tag read "Serrano." "The log is clear that you were given a direct order, Colonel."

      By this point, Henry was confused as to what they were getting at. "I was, sir. General Erhart personally ordered me to put the fusion drives to full."

      Serrano and Huerta exchanged looks, and there was murmuring from the others.

      "That is your testimony, Colonel?" Serrano asked. "That you were ordered to put the test drives to full burn?"

      "It is, sir."

      Snow noticed Henry's look and the growing frown on Serrano. "My interviews with the other command officers said the same."

      A sharp quiet came over the assembled. As Serrano and Huerta conversed quietly in whispers, Henry leaned over to do the same with Snow. "What's going on?"

      "I'm not sure," she said.

      The quiet conversation ended. "Major Huerta is curious about this, but frankly, I don't have the patience for it," Serrano announced. He glared at Henry with profound contempt. "I have seen many self-serving rationalizations in my time, but I've rarely seen an officer of the Terran Coalition attempt what you have here, Colonel."

      Henry noted the confused look on Snow's face and knew it matched his. "I'm afraid I'm in the dark, sir."

      "Then let me enlighten you, Colonel," Serrano said, his voice heavy with sarcasm. "We have the comm logs from the Laffey and the Solzhenitsyn, and the statements from General Erhart and other witnessing officers. We know full well that the general ordered you to cut power to the drives."

      Henry heard the words, in all of their constrained anger and contempt, but they didn't process at first. They were so manifestly untrue he couldn’t imagine them being spoken.

      "I don't know what you think you can accomplish by giving us such a blatantly false statement," Serrano continued, "but it sickens me to think that you would even try. I was prepared to accept that you were simply negligent, or perhaps too confident in the engineers. But for you to outright lie…"

      "It's not a lie, sir," Henry said. His voice sounded stiff to his ears and entirely unconvincing. But there would be, could be, no emotion or energy in the reply. He was still too stunned to manage it.

      Snow recovered more quickly. "Respectfully, Colonel, whatever the logs say, the Laffey personnel on the bridge all confirm the order was to set the drives to full burn. There may have been an error in the logs."

      "There was none, Major." The speaker was the officer with staff insignia on his uniform. His rank insignia was that of a lieutenant colonel. "I heard the order personally."

      "And you are?" asked Snow.

      "Lieutenant Colonel Pierce Farley, of General Erhart's staff," said the man, his tone matter-of-fact. "You haven't had the opportunity to interview me yet, so I provided my statements to Colonel Serrano." Farley directed his brown eyes directly on Henry. "I was there on the flag bridge when General Erhart received confirmation of the plasma being hotter than expected. He immediately ordered Colonel Henry to reduce power, and upon the order being protested, restated his order. We were all quite worried when the colonel refused to obey." Farley crossed his arms. "Twenty-seven people, Colonel. All dead because, what, you were enjoying the moment?"

      "I was ordered to use full burn," Henry said. He felt like the world was breaking apart around him. Like reality no longer made sense.

      "Do you expect us to take your word over that of a distinguished officer like General Erhart?" Serrano asked in a vicious tone. "And the word of his entire staff? And the logs themselves?"

      "I was ordered to full burn," Henry repeated. His eyes faced forward, staring at nothing.

      "As defense counsel, I request access to these logs, and the means to independently verify them," Snow said.

      "Permission denied," Farley said. "Those logs pertain to a test of classified technology which could be leaked."

      "You have logs that directly contradict the testimony of my client and his subordinates," Snow retorted.

      "Logs and testimony, Major," Serrano said. "If it were just the logs, it would be different. But your line of questioning only works if you are supposing a conspiracy against your client within the CDF, and I'm not about to humor such a defense."

      "With all due respect, sir, the choice isn't yours." Snow's voice was acidic. "Even if you're right, even if my client willfully disobeyed orders and somehow talked his entire bridge crew into an attempt to cover that up, you still have to prove that in a court-martial. And court-martial regulations…"

      "...are superseded by wartime security needs, Major," Farley said. "You're not getting those logs."

      Snow shook her head. "Then I'm going to question their authenticity directly. And I'm going to protest to the top about this. You’re denying my…"

      "Major, enough," Serrano barked. "I get you're defending your client, but frankly, the only reason I called this meeting was to see for myself what kind of man Colonel Henry is. Now that I've seen it, I'm disgusted. He's getting a dishonorable dismissal from service whatever else happens, but beyond that, he has two choices. He can acknowledge his crime, and we'll shave a decade or two off of his sentence, or he can continue this… charade, and I'll see him in a hard labor stockade for life."

      The vitriol in Serrano's voice failed to reach Henry. He kept searching in his mind for how this could be happening, how this could be true, and the answers, he wasn't even sure of that. He wasn't even sure he was sane anymore. The entire world seemed to have gone absolutely mad. As if he woke up and was living the life of another James Henry in another world. When Serrano's hand slapped the table and he bellowed, "I require an answer, Colonel!" Henry didn't even flinch.

      "Colonel Henry." Snow glanced at him. When Henry didn't react, she reached for his arm and nudged it. "Colonel, I'm only your advocate. Do you want to agree to plead guilty?"

      The word "guilty" registered, and Henry's reaction was automatic. "I'm not guilty," he said. "My orders were to use full burn."

      "We're done here," Serrano said, disgust still evident in his voice. He stood and was the first to the door, Farley close behind. Huerta was the last. He glanced to them, and for a moment, a look of bewilderment came to his face before he, too, stepped through.

      Two MPs entered the room from the same door. "We're to take him back to his cell, ma'am," said one.

      "I need a few minutes with my client, Corporal," Snow said. "Please leave us undisturbed."

      He nodded, and they departed, leaving Snow and Henry alone.

      "My orders were to use full burn," Henry said again. "That's… that's what happened."

      "Colonel, I have to say this isn't going to be an easy case," Snow said. When Henry said nothing, she grabbed him by the shoulders and jostled him, forcing him to look to her. She noticed the dull look in his brown eyes and bellowed, "Attention!"

      Ingrained instinct broke through the haze of unreality, memories of years of being called to attention doing their work. Henry's spine straightened, and his hand came up in an automatic salute. He blinked.

      Snow sighed. "Let's leave that between us, hrm?" she asked, since, generally speaking, one did not order a superior officer to stand to attention. "Colonel, are you okay?"

      "No," he answered.

      "Good. You shouldn't feel okay, or I'd think you were drugged," she answered. "What's wrong?"

      "It's… it's all wrong," Henry stammered. From there, the words just seemed to roar out of his throat, to defy the unreality that had just unfolded around him. "I was ordered to use full burn, Major! My entire bridge crew heard it. I protested it. It… it was a ridiculous risk, and it cost Dr. Larkin and Captain Soto their lives. More lives if Soto hadn't sacrificed herself to vent the interior fuel tanks!"

      Snow listened to him speak the words without comment. As he finished, she swallowed, and her face paled. "Then… if that's true… this is a conspiracy," she said. "General Erhart and his officers have altered the logs on both ships. Probably all of the ships in the exercise. And they're giving false testimony by sustaining the accusations against you."

      "A conspiracy," Henry said the words, but it just didn't feel right. His whole life, he'd seen the CDF as heroes, exemplars of courage and honor. Even after joining the service, going to Halsey Station Naval Academy, and years of service in the war, even after all of the times he'd seen CDF personnel not live up to the standard, that a general of the CDF, a general of Erhart's achievements and rank, could be leading such a thing. It was unthinkable.

      And yet—and yet—it made sense.

      "They're protecting Kalling," Henry said quietly. "Kalling… they cut corners."

      "They did?" asked Snow.

      "Captain Soto briefed me on it," Henry said. "Their design team skipped tests. They didn't account for everything. They were in such a rush to get the drives in action… they didn't even know how energetic, how hot the plasma byproduct of the reaction would get when the reaction was set to full."

      "So you think they overlooked the danger when Erhart ordered you to full? And this is covering up for his decision? Wouldn't Erhart be protecting himself as much as Kalling?"

      "I suppose," Henry stated. He still struggled to comprehend it. "But if he did it on Faulkner's behalf, it would be protecting both."

      Snow nodded quietly. "Well… I don't know what to say, Colonel. Erhart's a war hero and has a lot of friends in CDF Command, and Kalling produces so many vital systems for our ships... " She shrugged. "Can you imagine what would happen if this goes public?"

      "I'm not into politics."

      "You don't have to be to know that this would embarrass the government. It would embarrass the CDF. It would be a shot in the arm to the Peace Union, a confirmation of everything they say."

      Henry's face remained blank. The Peace Union was every CDF officer's favorite target for complaining about politics, a coalition of parties that for one reason or another believed peace with the League should be sought, even if it required accepting the loss of planets still held by League troops. While he tried to ignore politics, one thing he was aware of was that the more radical wings of the Peace Union often accused the defense industry of being war profiteers more interested in orders than either victory or peace. Kalling Engineering's rushing the fusion drive to the point of causing a deadly catastrophe played right into that, regardless of its genuine war-winning potential.

      "We can't win," Snow said. "They won't let us. The CDF will convict you to quash any further investigation."

      "No, I don't believe that," insisted Henry. "We can bring Renner and Xu and Mueller to the trial. They can testify to what they heard. The tribunal will have to allow a review of the logs."

      "You're not thinking straight," Snow said. "Colonel, they won't. All they'll do is punish your junior officers. They'll be charged with perjury for conflicting the log and other testimony."

      "So what do you suggest, Major?" Henry asked. A sharp edge came to his voice. "Should I give up? Plead guilty to a crime I didn't commit so the people responsible can get away with it?"

      Snow opened her mouth and stopped. "I, I don't know," she admitted. "Colonel, before I came into this room, I assumed this was just some directive from Lawrence City, to put you through a court-martial so they could have a full trial about what happened. But now, hearing that evidence, seeing your reaction… either you've suffered a major dissociative event, sir, or you're the best damn liar in the galaxy. Or I'm caught up in a conspiracy between a high-ranking general and one of the Coalition's key defense contractors to cover up their complicity in the deaths of twenty-seven people. And that is terrifying, Colonel."  The look on her face sold how frightened it made her.  "This whole thing is the biggest charlie foxtrot I've seen in my career."

      Henry nodded. "I don't want to believe it either," he said. "But I'm not crazy, and I'm not lying."

      Snow bit into her lip for a moment before sighing. "Okay. Your only hope at trial is to get an independent review of the logs—someone outside the CDF who can't be pushed or ordered into covering up alterations. If the log alterations are revealed, the case against you collapses. It's just, even if they make it a closed court, someone will leak, and it's going to hurt public confidence in the military. It's going to weaken us against the League. Are you sure you want to do this?"

      Henry swallowed. He wanted to win the war as much as anyone. He'd seen what the League did to the people on worlds they conquered, Coalition or non-Coalition. He didn't want that to happen to anyone else. Much less his homeworld New Virginia. A nightmare of the League occupying Tylerville came back to mind briefly until he pushed it away.

      But it didn't feel right. Captain Soto and the others on the Laffey, they deserved justice. Not having their deaths written off to protect the people responsible for them. And if Faulkner and his people were willing to cut corners before, what would stop them from doing it again? How much damage could they do to the war effort if they rushed the drive into production instead of fixing it? How many more had to die?

      Even if it was just to a closed court, the truth had to be made clear to the CDF, the whole CDF. The lie couldn't be allowed to stand.

      "We can't risk Kalling doing this again," he said softly. "I want my day in court."

      Snow sighed and nodded. "Well, I'd better get to work, then." She tried to smile, but there was still evident fear in her eyes. "I'll keep in touch and let you know how it goes." After standing, she offered her hand. "However it goes, Colonel, from what I've seen, you're a good man, and you don't deserve what Erhart and Kalling are doing to you. I'll do my best to get you the justice you deserve."

      He nodded and gave his thanks before they departed.
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        Hendricks Station

        Phi Philomena System, Terran Coalition

        10 May 2546

      

      

      

      In the Hendricks Station cell, Henry was left with nothing to do but wait. He was the only long-term prisoner present, with most of the others being guilty of petty offenses, mostly involving intoxication. This did not lend itself to building a rapport with fellow prisoners.

      After a few days, his contacts with Snow ceased. At first, he wasn't worried; she had other cases, and it would take time for his court-martial proceedings to be put together. It might not even be on Phi Philomena but elsewhere. Halsey Station was the most likely spot, being just four or five days away.

      But then the days turned into a week, with no word. Then a second week passed. Nothing from Snow or the others from the Laffey came to Henry. Just letters and messages from family, Felix and his brother Jules, the younger Rothbard still in divinity college.

      The letters from his family were the most painful. While the CDF was keeping the facts as classified secrets, it was known he was facing a court-martial and charged with murder. He wanted desperately to tell them the truth, but the military would never let such a message through. They were censoring his words so heavily that he completely rewrote his last letter to his mother to avoid it being mostly a sequence of blocked text.

      The days in his cell also gave him time to think. The thinking was an endless loop of recrimination and frustration. He felt anger at Erhart for putting him in this situation. Anger at Faulkner and Larkin for being so reckless with their new drive.

      Anger at himself for not defying his orders during the testing.

      Oh, he'd have been relieved if he had continued to disobey, and someone else would’ve eventually had the same happen. But it wouldn't have been on his watch. Ultimately, whatever the responsibility of others for the problems with the drive or the orders he was given… he had failed his crew by following those orders. He did, indeed, have a measure of responsibility for what happened.

      Such were the things on his mind when the end of the third week in his cell came and he finally was let out to meet with his advocate. The MPs brought him to the meeting room and waited at the door, letting him open it. He stepped in and looked to the table.

      Major Snow wasn't there.

      The only figure present was another man about Henry's age, tall and on the lean side, with copper-toned red hair and a mustache. The rank insignia of a lieutenant colonel showed, as did the branch insignia of JAG. The man looked up from a digital reader. "Ah, Colonel Henry." He spoke with an English accent. "I'm Lieutenant Colonel Alfred Shaw. I am to be your advocate in the upcoming court-martial."

      Henry blinked at him. "Where is Major Snow?"

      There was a small grimace on Shaw's face before he recovered. "She is… currently on administrative leave."

      Henry felt a twisting sensation in his chest. "What do you mean by 'administrative leave'?"

      "I'm not at liberty to say," Shaw answered. "And we have far more important things to discuss, Colonel. You will be transferred to Halsey Station for your court-martial, and before we get there, I'd like to have a plea arranged. Honestly, your best hope is for a plea deal, and while Colonel Serrano has been quite hostile, I think I can convince the panel to…"

      Henry took a seat across from Shaw and put his hands on the table. "How much do you know about this case?"

      Shaw's blue eyes met Henry's. "Enough to know that you're not getting out of this, Colonel. The logs, the testimony of the Solzhenitsyn flag bridge officers, and General Erhart's staff; your guilt is firmly established right there."

      "The logs were altered," Henry said. "And Erhart's engaging in a cover-up to protect Kalling Engineering."

      Shaw drew in a sigh. "They warned me you might do this. Honestly, at this point, we might want to arrange a psychiatrist…"

      "I'm not crazy!" Henry shouted at him. "It's the truth."

      Shaw folded his hands on the desk, utterly unruffled. "I am not going to make a fool of myself before a court-martial bench by making such ludicrous claims," he announced. "Really, Colonel, this is ridiculous. You seriously expect people to believe that General Erhart is engaged in a cover-up?"

      "It's the only explanation," Henry said. "He ordered me to put the drives to full. Now, suddenly, I'm charged with doing just that as if the orders were otherwise."

      "The logs and the testimony of over half a dozen officers, including Erhart himself, say otherwise," Shaw said. "Colonel, be realistic. You're going to be convicted in any hearing. Now, if you plead guilty, I should be able to convince the panel to give you 25 years and not a day more. Your record shows you're a good officer, and they'll consider that, but only if you are honest and accept responsibility. With enough contrition, they may even consider a sentence to a normal military prison and not a hard labor stockade."

      Henry clenched his jaw. "Have you talked to Snow at all? She interviewed my bridge crew. They all affirmed the truth."

      "No, they opened themselves up to charges of perjury," Shaw said. "And conspiracy."

      "Where is Snow? What's going on?"

      "That's not relevant." Shaw sighed and tapped a finger on the table. "Colonel, I'm not sure what you think you're going to accomplish, but I won't be a party to shaming the service. I’m not going to present a defense claiming things like forged logs and false testimony for a cover-up. I can't make you plead guilty, but if you don't, I have no defense I can plausibly give for your actions."

      "I was ordered to set the drive to full burn, Shaw!" When that got no response from the unflappable JAG officer, Henry leaned back in his chair and shook his head. "I'm guessing Snow asked the wrong questions?"

      "Her mistake was humoring this scheme of yours, and that is all I'm saying," Shaw said. "Colonel, you're going to be dismissed from service. Nothing will stop it. I’ll be hard-pressed to keep you out of Lambert’s Lament. It's your choice of whether or not you're going to be there for the rest of your life or if you'll be out in time to be at your parents' deathbeds. If you want to be there for them, I suggest you plead guilty and accept the judgment of the court." Shaw folded his hands again. "Those are your choices."

      Henry regarded his "advocate" with cold contempt. Shaw wasn't here for justice; he was here because someone ordered him to put the screws on when Snow wouldn't because someone at JAG wanted the case to go away.

      "So you're not here to be my advocate," Henry said. "You're not here to defend me. You're here to make me shut up and give in."

      "You can't be defended, Colonel."

      "Not by you, no," Henry said, as he shook his head. "I reject your advocacy. I demand the JAG either restore Major Snow or assign me another officer. One willing to be my proper advocate."

      Shaw shook his head. "I'm all you're getting, Colonel. The JAG won't waste his time humoring you."

      "Then I'm going to get a civilian lawyer," Henry said.

      Shaw grinned sarcastically at that. "Oh, cheeky. But even more foolish. This case involves classified information, Colonel. Any civilian attorney you hire will need to be vetted by CIB for security purposes. That's going to limit your options."

      "I don't care," Henry answered. "That's my choice."

      For the first time, Shaw seemed perturbed. "I don't understand what you think you'll accomplish," he said. "Your position is indefensible, Colonel. The logs and the testimony of the Solzhenitsyn officers will condemn you no matter what kind of attorney you have, and the conspiracy defense will only insult the court-martial."

      "Maybe," Henry said. "But maybe the truth will at least get out. And maybe there will be justice for the officers and crew who died under my command."

      For a moment, neither man spoke. Finally, Shaw stood. "I'm sending you back to your cell, Colonel, and I will report your rejection of my advocacy to JAG and your intention to secure civilian defense. I don't expect it will make you look too well. It will come off as a political gesture, I would say."

      "Say what you want. I've got nothing further to say to you," Henry replied. Before Shaw could, he went to the door and knocked on it. When the MP opened up, he said, "I'm firing Colonel Shaw. Take me back to my cell, please."
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        CSV Clemenceau

        Open Space, Terran Coalition

        17 May 2546

      

      

      Tense days followed that meeting with Shaw. With his life circling the drain, James Henry considered his future, the decades of hard labor in zero-G or micro-G conditions in the asteroid mines. That was, he recalled, the frequent use of military stockade prisoners sentenced to hard labor.

      It wasn’t a bright prospect. He reasoned he’d be insane to welcome it. But where he'd once hoped that Snow might help him exonerate himself, now Henry found nothing but a fatalist conviction. He would go down, but he would go down fighting, like all of his comrades who fell in battle with the League. It was the least he could do for Captain Soto and her memory, to make up for failing her and the other dead from the Laffey.

      So he spent his time writing letters, to Felix, to Jules, to his parents, surviving grandparents and his uncle, to the JAG, even to Colonel Goldstein. He informed them all of his intention to seek a civilian defense because JAG was refusing to defend him adequately. The censors blocked out references, but they left the heart of the letters intact.

      Five days after his meeting with Shaw, Henry received notification he was being transferred to Halsey Station to begin his proceedings. The cruiser Clemenceau was to be his ride. He spent the rest of the day getting everything together and had his best remaining uniform on when the four MPs came to escort him to the airlock.

      Once aboard, he was transferred to a set of unoccupied guest quarters. This was some surprise, as he expected to be placed in the brig. The ship's sergeant-at-arms, a Turkish woman, informed him she was under orders to keep Henry confined, but that he would be allowed to pick his meals from the officer's mess and accorded proper military respect for the voyage.

      Two days out of a four-day trip to Halsey passed without event. After lunch on the third day, Henry was writing a letter home when there was a knock at the hatch. With curiosity, he turned toward it and said, "Come in," wondering just who would be coming by.

      The door opened, and Henry felt his jaw clench.

      General Erhart stepped inside, a pair of digital pads in his hand. "Colonel Henry," he said.

      "General," Henry replied woodenly. "I wasn't expecting to see you before the court-martial convened."

      "I figured so," Erhart replied. "May I sit down? You and I have some matters to discuss."

      Henry felt a spark of fury come up from inside of him. He repressed it, mostly, keeping some of it in his voice when he replied, "What makes you think I have any interest in what you have to say to me? After what you've done? After you've dishonored your uniform and everything you're supposed to stand for?... sir." The last was spoken with acidic emphasis.

      Erhart considered Henry silently for a moment. "That was disrespectful, Colonel," he began. "But I'll let it slide for the moment. Out of understanding for your situation. Which is what I'm here to discuss. Now, may I please sit? A man my age doesn't have the energy to stand around all day."

      Henry forced the rest of the anger down. He nodded once and held a hand to one of the two chairs in the room. Once Erhart was seated in one, he took the other, his brown eyes radiating anger as they remained locked on Erhart.

      "You blame me for the Laffey," Erhart said. His tone was as firm and business-like as ever. "Fair enough. Speak your mind, Colonel."

      "I have spent the last few weeks wondering if the world's gone mad, General," Henry answered. "Wondering how a man of your reputation and accomplishments could be so dishonest. You are slandering your honor and that of the service to protect Faulkner and his company. Hell, they're the reason you ordered me to use full burn in the first place, weren't they? They didn't care if their machine was ready, if their work was good enough. All they could see was success and money."

      "Close enough," said Erhart. "Although I wanted to see how the drive would hold up under stress conditions. If it was going to fail, it was best to do so in a test, not in the field. Faulkner is only worried about maximizing his profit margins. I have other concerns." He set the digital pads down on the table and let them be for the moment. "Do you remember the Carlton Campaign, Colonel?"

      Henry nodded. "Twelve years ago, the last of the League's big pushes in the first years of the war. You beat the League at Tsukara Station. If it and the Carlton Cluster had fallen to the League, they'd have been in position to sustain a campaign into the inner worlds."

      "Correct," Erhart said. "Some call it my greatest accomplishment. And they always talk about Tsukara and never Tau Baker."

      "Tau Baker." The star name took Henry a moment before he could place the reference. "Right. You were engaged with a secondary League force trying to take Tau Baker system when the scouting squadrons reported the League approaching Tsukara. You withdrew from the system instead of finishing the fight." He let his memory finish bringing the details back. "But you had to leave ships behind."

      "A blocking force, many of them our most damaged ships," Erhart said. "Not enough to stop the League ships, but enough to buy me time to defeat the main fleet. Thirty of our ships, with some of our best crews, and they stayed behind to make my victory possible." The older man's voice took on something of a strain to it, as if he was wrestling with emotion. "By the time I got back, they were gone. Overwhelmed. The League took the survivors prisoner, and we've only gotten a few back since."

      "They were heroes," Henry said.

      "They were, all eighteen thousand two hundred and fifteen of them." Erhart met Henry's eyes, and his expression was cold. "One of them was my son Karl."

      Henry swallowed. He'd heard Erhart lost a son in the war, but not the circumstances.

      "I sacrificed my son to win this war, Colonel." Erhart's gaze never wavered. "What in the hell makes you think I won't hesitate to sacrifice you?"

      Henry took a moment to react to that statement. When he did, he kept the emotion from his voice. "So that's what this is? I'm being declared a murderer to win the war?"

      "It's necessary," Erhart said. "The defeatists already have a whiff of what happened. If the full account comes out, they'll use it to create a crisis of confidence in the population. Kalling will face ruin, and given their role in the war effort, that can't be allowed."

      "So that's how you're justifying it to yourself." Henry shook his head. "Not a thought about how much Faulkner will owe you? The money you could make?"

      "I don't care about money. I'm not bought, if that's what you're thinking. Oh, Faulkner thinks I am." Erhart smiled thinly. "And I let him think it because, otherwise, he wouldn't cooperate with me. That's how his greedy little mind works."

      "You'll pardon me if I'm skeptical, General."

      "I suppose I would be too," Erhart answered. "Anyway, it's time for us to get to business." He indicated the digital pads before picking them up. He glanced at them and then set them side by side, facing Henry. "Here is the outcome of your current path, Colonel. The future you're facing." He indicated the pad to Henry's right.

      Henry picked it up and read it quietly. It was a daily schedule for the CDF labor stockade on Lambert's Lament, a prison planetoid in the Tyrrhenia system's mineral-rich inner asteroid belt. A thirty-hour day, with oh-zero hundred hours being morning reveille and twenty-two hundred hours being "Lights Out" to begin the sleep period. Of the remaining twenty-two hours, twenty were devoted to "labor periods," with meals in between them.

      "That’ll be the rest of your life," Erhart said plainly. "And the foreseeable future for Major Hale and Lieutenants Xu, Mueller, and Renner. Quite possibly Major Snow as well."

      Henry looked back up at Erhart, who retained a detached expression. "What the hell are you saying?"

      "You're forcing our hand with this civilian attorney move, Colonel," Erhart said. "I'm not omnipotent, after all. JAG can't block you using one, and CIB can't reject every candidate you find. So we have to approach this case differently. If you go through with this, you're going to be tried as a traitor and a saboteur. Our prosecutor will argue you deliberately engineered the explosion, and your command officers were complicit. They'll be facing general court-martials too."

      "That's preposterous," Henry said, his tone incredulous.

      "We already have the logs to say you ran at full power when ordered not to, and since your bridge crew persists in defending your claim to being ordered to, well… that indicates a conspiracy. An investigation will likely bear that out." Erhart put his hands together. "Soto's going to get hit too. Instead of a posthumous Naval Cross, it'll be a posthumous dishonorable dismissal. No pension for her family. No military honors. And as for Snow…" He grinned slightly. "She's a fighter. You have her convinced. She was putting out contacts to Congress, the Joint Committee for Defense, everywhere. CIB was more than ready to see her relieved of duty to institute a full investigation into how much she leaked, with charges pending. It won't be hard to have her drawn in."

      "And you think people will believe this?"

      "Enough will. Sure, some of the Peace Union radicals won't, but we're not out to convince them," replied Erhart. "We're out to convince people like your family. Ordinary, good-intentioned Coalition citizens who are committed to beating back the League and have faith in the integrity and honor of the Coalition Defense Force. To them, a group of officers being political anti-war radicals and becoming saboteurs; that's far easier for them than the truth. If a bunch of pacifists and defeatists believe your lies, well, what would they care?" As he spoke, Erhart's tone remained reserved, even. He'd prepared this argument for some time. "Regardless, whatever attorney you get, they'll be barred from full use of the logs under wartime security regulations. There will be no independent examination. Maybe the logs will be questioned by your attorney, but the jury will be men like Serrano. The very idea of a conspiracy will be unthinkable." He leaned forward. "Just as it was for you, I'm guessing."

      Henry nodded slowly. "I still can't believe you'd stoop to this. That you would shirk responsibility."

      "I have a higher responsibility to the CDF, and the Coalition, to see the League defeated," Erhart said. "The truth would only get in the way of it."

      "And if Kalling's drives start blowing up more of our ships? How's that going to help?"

      "Faulkner's teams are already hard at work correcting their errors," Erhart said. "I made it perfectly clear I'd clean up his mess only if he came through on his end and stopped cutting corners. You might say I've made a believer out of him. We'll be ready for a new round of testing in half a year, maybe less. Far quicker than if we had the Peace Union dragging an investigation through Congress, forcing us all to Lawrence City to constantly give testimony to the committees, and Kalling's investors selling in a panic."

      Henry said nothing. Erhart was, perhaps, right about that. The rolling out of the drives would take longer if the truth came out. "What about Captain Soto and my dead crew? Doctor Larkin and his team?"

      "Casualties of war," Erhart said. "The same as my son and the people I left behind at Tau Baker." He reached forward and tapped the digital pad to Henry's left. "Now that you've read the stick, here's the carrot, Colonel."

      Henry picked it up and read. It was a plea deal for him to plead guilty to the charges, and the sentence that the court-martial would hand out. "Dishonorable dismissal," he noted.

      "That ship jumped a while back," said Erhart. "Serrano is a good man, but he hates even a whiff of falsehood. Since he doesn't know the truth, he thinks you're a disgrace to the service for trying to lie for so long."

      Henry checked the rest of the sentence offered. "Suspended thirty-year sentence?" He blinked, surprised at that. A non-life sentence was one thing he'd expected as a carrot, but a suspended sentence meant he’d stay out of the stockade, provided he did nothing to make the military courts remove the suspension. "You'd let me go free? With no charges against the others?"

      "Under conditions," Erhart said.

      Henry found them. Complete oath of silence on what happened. He would not attempt to contact anyone from the Laffey crew, the press, or political organizations. He’d be eligible for an immediate cashing out of his pension at the rank of major and would have no claim to further support. And, finally, any failure to obey the terms would not only result in his sentence's suspension being removed, the protection from prosecution for the others on the Laffey would also be lost, and Captain Soto's family would lose the pension her death had earned them and her "complicity" in the "sabotage" on the Laffey would be publicly revealed.

      Henry found the terms generous. Suspiciously so. He looked to Erhart with that suspicion in his eyes.

      Erhart chuckled. "Yes, it is a little too generous, isn't it?"

      "You don't want a trial at all.”

      "No. Too much risk your attorney will ask the wrong questions, say the wrong things, and the wrong people will start poking around," said Erhart. "Faulkner is beside himself with worry that you'll force a trial. If he were here, he'd already be offering you money to sign the deal. I won’t insult you with a bribe, because I know you’re a better man than that."

      "You're demanding I let you and Faulkner get away with murder," Henry said. "And using my subordinates' lives and careers as hostages to force my surrender."

      "One way of putting it. The other is that I'm trying to keep you from making a foolish mistake. Colonel, the toughest thing any commander has to do is to know when it's time to give up and retreat. And right now, that's your only hope of getting your people out of this situation." He stood without collecting the pads. "Go ahead, consider your choices. We're arriving at Halsey Station tomorrow at 1900. I'll be by at 1800 to see if you've signed the plea deal." He walked past Henry and to the hatch. He stopped just before opening it and turned back. "You're a good officer, Colonel, and I'm sorry it came to this. But it has. Do the right thing for yourself, for your crew, and the Coalition. Don't fight a battle you can’t win."

      With that parting remark, he departed, leaving Henry alone with his thoughts.
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        Shadow Wolf

        Open Space

        16 April 2559

      

      

      

      The anniversary of the Laffey incident came on the day before the Shadow Wolf would arrive at Yan'katar. Henry felt the quiet tension and anticipation in his crew. None had ever been out in this region of space before. The systems here were mostly uninhabited, and the majority of ships were blocky, vicious-looking Jalm'tar warships on frontier patrol. On the positive side, they wouldn't have pirates to worry about.

      After his watch on the bridge, he went to his office to check the day's logs. Felix had the remaining stores listed, and it contained good news. They had enough food and potable water to get back to Galt without requiring significant replenishment on Yan'katar. Given the operational accounts were pretty shallow now from their refit, it was welcome. Yan'katar had a reputation for being pricey.

      With everything checked, he turned to a cabinet. Inside was a bottle of New Virginia bourbon, a bottle gifted to him by his family and still half-filled. He took a glass and considered it quietly. His eyes briefly glanced up toward the pulse rifle mounted on the office wall. The old family rifle predated the war with the League. His grandfather Lewis brought it back from the Second Saurian War, and it'd been in the family ever since.

      Given the day, the rifle had other connotations for him, but he chose not to dwell on them. He returned his focus to the drink in hand and filled the glass halfway with bourbon. He was putting the stopper on the bottle when there was a knock on the door. "Come in," he said as he sat the bourbon to the side.

      Vidiadhar "Vidia" Andrews walked in. A New Antillean, with ancestors from Jamaica,Trinidad and, further back, from Africa and India, Vidia was a free hand on the ship, skilled with medic work and some mechanical skill, with a little training for the helm. His main occupation, as Henry saw it, was of his own choosing: the unofficial chaplain of the Shadow Wolf crew, even if he was the only adherent to the Ba'hai religion. And he'd been on the Shadow Wolf long enough to know what this day meant. "Commemoratin' the day, I see?" he asked, his New Antillean accent as rich as ever. Thicker than Dr. Larkin's had been, Henry remembered.

      In reply, he nodded to Vidia. "Yep." He indicated a second glass. "Want some?"

      "Ordinarily, I would prefer rum." Vidia nodded and took a seat. "But for ya, Jim, I accept."

      "Mighty fine of you," Henry teased, retrieving a second glass tumbler from its protective case. He pulled the stopper from the bottle and poured some of the amber-toned drink into the glass before replacing the stopper and sliding the glass to Vidia. He took his glass with his right hand, Vidia doing the same. "Thirteen years," Henry said softly.

      "Yes." Vidia nodded once, acknowledging the period since the disaster on the Laffey. "Is this all ya drink to?"

      After a moment, Henry gave a gentle answer of "No." He lifted the glass a little more. "To Captain Maria Soto," he said. "She sacrificed her life to save her ship and crew."

      "To Captain Soto," Vidia said.

      It was in a hollow, quiet tone that Henry added, "And may she forgive me," before he downed the bourbon. It blazed a fiery trail down his throat and into his belly.

      Having heard what Henry last said, Vidia decided on another approach to the issue. "Captain Soto has a family, I hear?"

      "She did." Henry considered his empty glass.

      "Do ya stay in contact…?"

      "Tried. But they don't want to hear from the man convicted of causing her death." Henry reached for the bottle and considered it. The way he was feeling now, another drink might not be so bad. "I've tried to send them a little something from time to time, but it always gets rejected. They won't take 'blood money'." Henry shook his head. "I can't blame them either, Vidia. I pled guilty. I told the Coalition and everyone in it that I caused Captain Soto's death, and the others too. Even if I didn't cause her death, well..."

      Vidia gave him a patient look. "Ya still feel a responsibility?"

      Henry was silent for several moments, working through the emotions the memory brought up from within him. Finally, he nodded. "I do."

      "Of course ya do," Vidia said. "An' it does explain the spiritual wound ya carry around."

      "I wouldn't call it a wound," Henry said. "Just a realization."

      "Ah? An' that would be?"

      "That God, if He's out there, isn't listening when we pray," Henry replied. "I think He stopped paying attention to Humanity a long, long time ago."

      Vidia gave no appearance of distress at this remark. "I see," he said. "I think I can understand why ya feel that way."

      "No, Vidia," said Henry. "You don't."
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        CSV Clemenceau

        Open Space, Terran Coalition

        17 May 2546

      

      

      

      The night before the arrival at Halsey was the longest in James Henry's life. His mind and heart waged relentless struggle over the choices presented to him, denying him sleep as he tossed and turned in the bed.

      It was true that Erhart's plea offer was a life preserver for his freedom. He knew full well he was facing a life term, and his defense would never be accepted by the court-martial. Any civilian lawyer he had could demand or plead all they wanted to. The logs would never be subjected to independent testing, not with the classification coming during wartime. The proof this was a setup wouldn’t come out. It would boil down to the testimony against and for him, and his foes included Erhart himself. No military jury would believe a general forged the logs.. If he fought, they would crush him, and he would spend the rest of his life in hard labor on Lambert's Lament. It was a prospect he understandably dreaded. The thought he’d be dragging the other Laffey officers and Major Snow with him made it even worse.

      That part of Erhart's blackmail felt a stretch, but if he was willing to alter logs, forging treasonous correspondence was hardly too far for him. It would give the court-martial incentive to keep things hushed up, "for the honor of the service," and provide ready ammunition to attack and undermine anyone looking to exonerate the Laffey officers.

      But what about justice? In his heart, Henry felt sick at the idea of just letting Faulkner and Erhart get away with what happened. Faulkner's greed and Erhart's callous attitude, and their haste, killed good people. If he forced a trial, maybe he could get his civilian attorney to ensure an independent investigation was pushed by the government and the public. Even if he and the others were condemned by the military courts, if the truth came out, they'd be exonerated. The CDF would have to annul the court-martial outcome.

      But how likely would that happen? How easily could someone like Erhart quietly politicize the investigation? Make it into a matter of patriotism and pride. The CDF under attack by defeatist radicals to save saboteurs! They could refuse to cooperate to resounding cheers from the hawk parties.

      If he fought, the truth might never get out. And if he fought, Erhart would make the Coalition think he was a traitor. A saboteur. What would that do to his family? To his friends and old comrades? How much would it disgrace them, hurt them?

      As the sleepless night continued, Henry felt despair fill him. All of his years of service were for nothing. His life, no matter what he chose, was a ruin. Everything he'd been building toward was gone. He wouldn't get to assume a command, wouldn't get to rise through the ranks, and wouldn't play a role in victory over the League. He was going to be disgraced and dishonored. If he kept up the fight, he would only hurt those he loved and those he was responsible for. And if he signed that plea, he’d be letting the people who caused all of the deaths on the Laffey effectively get away with it.

      They're already going to get away with it, a treacherous little voice said in his head. Nothing you do can stop that. Nothing. You've lost this. All you can do is save what you can.

      "No," he said to himself, twisting in the sheets again. "No."

      He should have faith. That was what Jules would say if he were here. Have faith it would turn out right, that justice would be done.

      Except that's not how the world works, and you know it. You've seen it on the front, you've seen it everywhere. If a higher power were going to act here, this wouldn't have happened. Henry fluffed his pillow to make it more comfortable.

      "Why?" he asked aloud to the darkness in his empty quarters. "God, why is this happening to me?"

      The answer was silence.

      Henry sat up in the bed and looked into the darkness. "Show me something, please," he continued. "Give me a sign to fight this. Tell me how I can win this and get justice. Tell me I wouldn't be ruining the lives of my officers." He swallowed. "Tell me I won't be throwing away what little I’ve got left."

      Seconds stretched into minutes, then hours, as he waited for an answer in the dark. He didn’t expect a voice. He would have settled for the tiniest flicker in his being, the most gentle whisper in his head, telling him to stand against the betrayal General Erhart had subjected him to. He wanted only a small sign he would’t be lost if he stood for what was right.

      But there was nothing. Nothing but the quiet darkness of the quarters. The only noise, discernible only in this silence, was that of the air circulators of the life support systems from the nearby machinery that serviced the deck's atmosphere.

      James Henry was never the most spiritual man, but he had been raised to believe in a just God, and the idea God had sent His son to die for the sins of all beings. Part of that belief was the conviction that God was with everyone who believed, a connection in the soul shared with the mortal beings crafted in His divine image, a relationship that gave strength when it was needed. And never in his life, not even in the midst of furious battle, had he wanted to feel the connection more than he did now. To feel it, to know what was on the other end, and to let it give him courage to stand for what his heart told him was the right thing.

      Yet he felt nothing. Nothing except his own fear for the future and his helpless despair at how his life had been ruined. There was no reassurance from within to assure him of success should he listen to his heart, only the assurance from his mind that his only hope to salvage what he had left was to surrender.

      Warm tears flowed from his eyes as he stood up. He brought on the lights with a word and went to the small bathroom closet that the quarters came equipped with. The light was stark as he stared into the small mirror above the sink. Red lines and splotches filled his bloodshot eyes from the stress in his being. He looked into the reflection of those eyes and, through the fear and the despair, felt a third terrible feeling.

      Shame.

      It was at that moment that he knew what he was going to do, and he felt his heart break in two.

      Henry walked to the table and picked up the digital reader with the plea agreement. And with tears still flowing from his eyes, he signed his name to the bottom of the document.
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        Shadow Wolf

        Approaching Yan'katar

        Katar System, Independent Space

        17 April 2559

      

      

      

      The planet Yan'katar was in a system with a G3 sequence star. The fourth planet in the system and a fully-developed garden planet, habitable for most known species.

      Automated planetary traffic systems hailed the Shadow Wolf as she burned in from the Lawrence line, assigning her a route and speed. On the bridge, Henry and Yanik watched Cera bring them in. Yanik's eyes blinked. "It reminds me of Jeshh'ka," he said.

      Henry nodded, recognizing the name for the Saurian Homeworld that Yanik's national group used, much like how Human languages could have different, sometimes greatly different, words for their own homeworld.

      Tia looked up from her station. "According to the packet, there's a population of Saurians in the southern hemisphere of the world. 'Tsh'krey'?"

      Yanik hissed, "A cult on my world. What you would call pacifists, so unpopular."

      "Ah." Henry nodded in acknowledgment.

      "I'm bringin' us in," Cera said.

      The Shadow Wolf descended toward the equator. This brought them a view of an impressive spectacle. High above Yan'katar's central city, a multi-armed space station was kept in delicate geosynchronous orbit, tied to the planet itself by the cables of a twin-structure space elevator. They watched as one car dropped from the station to begin a descent to the ground below.

      They lost sight of this as Cera brought the Shadow Wolf into its descent. The dark void of space gradually gave way to the azure sky of the planet's atmosphere. Their destination was not far from the capital city, and Cera's landing path was a long one, allowing for a shallower, less-arduous atmospheric entry angle that caused them to circumnavigate the globe in the process.

      In the distance were the spires of the city, and the impressive space elevator towering above it, while below massive fields of crops of varying color, mostly yellow, gold and green, were set against the ground in ordered shapes of circles and squares. Farmhouses and buildings were dots that became progressively larger. With their speed slowing, everyone got a look at a flock of four-winged avians of brilliant sapphire and ruby plumage, their bright orange beaks shaped like wicked talons below pearl-like twin eyes. The creatures streaked across the bridge viewer without Cera needing to adjust her landing course.

      Said course brought them to a particular property that was larger than the others. Fields of bushes in ordered rows were tended by indistinct figures. Toward one end of the property, a massive landing pad was empty and available. As the ship turned, Henry noted stacks of crates were already there and ready for loading. More were likely in the tall blue structure nearby.

      Cera set them down gently and on the nose. "Well, that was quite a sight," she said in her usual lilt. "It's not often you get t' see a space elevator that new. The planetary council must be rollin' in cash."

      "It might be for show more than anything," Henry noted. "Or the Jalm'tar might rely on really big cargo-carriers. And speaking of cargo…"

      Yanik stood. "I will be ready in the hold." His tone conveyed the meaning Henry wanted to hear.

      Henry nodded acknowledgment. He followed Yanik off of the bridge. At the front starboard hold, he found Vidia, Felix, and Brigitte ready, all clad in work jumpsuits to help with the cargo-hauling while he was in his brown spacer's jacket, gray shirt, and pants.

      At a press of a button, the inner airlock door for the hold slid open, during which the system tested the external atmosphere. Once it was confirmed breathable, the outer door opened as well, and the ship extended a ramp the remaining two or so meters to the pad.

      Several stacks of crates with cooling units attached were waiting, more being brought out even now. The aliens handling them were short, stocky bipeds in dark beige coveralls, none over a meter and a half in height. Each had four thick arms that ended in a hand with three fingers and a thumb.

      The one alien who did not look hard at work was a thinner creature. He—presumably a “he”—was two meters tall, wearing an ornate suit of blue shades with black, and an insignia that looked like a trisected pyramid inside of a square was displayed on his upper right chest. Henry recognized the alien as a Jalm'tar, given the horn-like crests above the hairless brown head. The neon pink-toned eyes were larger than on humans, with blue irises, and the nasal structure was a flat group of five holes set between the eyes and mouth. The hands had only four digits, with shaved talon nails closer to a Saurian than a Human in appearance.

      Standing beside the alien was the only Human, a slim woman of dark brown coloration. A red dot on her forehead, a bindi, marked her a practicing Hindu, and she was clad in a black business suit that incorporated a gray sari and head shawl into its design. Several traveling bags were piled beside her. She bowed slightly with hands pressed together at the palms, fingers up, a gesture Henry recognized as offering Namaste as a greeting. "Greetings, Captain Henry," she said in a pleasant accent. He thought it sounded like the English pronounced on New Kerala. "I am Reva Sharma, representative on Yan'katar for Lou Shipping. This is His Excellence Hris Tashan sep Hrik'ma, the Imperial Representative of His Imperial Majesty Hemtan, the Great Emperor of Jalm'kis."

      Henry forced himself not to roll his eyes at the flowery speech. Diplomacy was diplomacy, after all. "Your Excellency, Captain James Henry, captain and owner of the independent vessel Shadow Wolf out of Darien," he answered. "And greetings to you, Miss Sharma."

      "Captain." The Jalm'tar's voice had a thick-tongued quality to it. Nevertheless, the smile seemed reasonable to Henry, so presumably, they had that in common. "Welcome to Yan'katar. Your cargo is prepared for Master Lou. Payment has already been issued. Are you ready to receive the shipment?"

      "We are."

      "The workers will see to it, then." Hrik'ma raised his chin for a moment before lowering it. "I have other affairs to attend to, but I am pleased to see competence in His Excellency Master Lou's choice of agents. May the Spirit of Fortitude see you safely to your destination." With that, he turned and departed.

      Henry looked back to the others and nodded. They came out with anti-gravity lifters. With practiced efficiency, they moved to the stacked crates, where a press of a key widened the arms of their lifts to embrace the boxes. He walked up and checked the seals on the containers in the stack Vidia was about to lift. Each was intact, and the digital bill of lading attached measured the contents as nearly 100 kilograms of pireem herbs. He gestured to Vidia, who triggered the lift to generate the graviton field that would lift the stack. With some effort, Vidia brought the crate into motion. Nearby, Brigitte and Felix were repeating the same – checking seals, checking the bill of lading, moving the contents into the hold – while he and Sharma watched the short aliens prepare the next section of the shipment. "Captain, please join me," she said in a soft, hurried tone. She gestured toward the Shadow Wolf and Henry immediately led her into it.

      He led Sharma to his office and shut the door. "What can I do for you?" Her body language relaxed slightly, but she still appeared worried. "Is there a problem?"

      "A possible one," Sharma said. "There are those on the Council who are critical of His Excellency’s deal with Mister Lou," Sharma said delicately. "And given the nature of this region, they would have connections that might profit from their discontent."

      "You think they'll sic pirates on us."

      "I am worried they will, yes," Sharma said.

      He refused to let himself sigh. His gut feeling that Lou's "simple job" would not be so simple had been spot on. "What about you? Are you safe?"

      "I believe so. To strike at me directly would be an insult to the Consul, and those responsible would face the Jalm'tar Empire's full fury. No, they will leave me alone. You are the one they will target. This shipment is critical for the company. We have contracts already signed with desperate worlds. The war has cut into the availability of medical supplies."

      "I'm aware."

      "The herbs have natural biochemical properties that resist infection and improve healing. Properly processed, they can replace some medical treatments that are export-controlled in the Coalition."

      "And make Lou an even richer man," Henry noted.

      "As sole provider? Yes. But the Jalm'tar will only permit him that if he can prove himself capable of ensuring successful shipments."

      "I got the gist of that before." He nodded. "We'll get him this shipment."

      Sharma didn't seem as accepting of the assurance as he intended. "I trust you'll be careful." When he looked at her with irritation, she added, "I researched you when Mister Lou told me you were coming. The Laffey Incident… well, it was some time ago, and you were younger… I imagine it changed you for the better."

      Henry's expression went stone cold. "I suppose it could have," he said icily. "It certainly left its mark on me."
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        Halsey Station

        Chesapeake System, Terran Coalition

        20 May 2546

      

      

      

      The court-martial proceeding felt like a bad dream. Shaw represented Henry, officially, and made all the right noises about how he felt remorse for trying to mislead the service, that he made dreadful mistakes and was ready to face his due punishment for them, and at the bench, the court-martial judges scowled and finally affirmed the deal. Thirty years suspended sentence, reduction in rank to major, dishonorable dismissal, and for prior service, a cashed-out pension.

      The ceremony was the next day.

      Flusser Square was a wide-open area linking the station's civilian, military, and transport sections. Arrivals came through the Square on their way on or off the station, and the designers for Halsey Station—aware that they were to be one of the premier officer training schools for the CDF—gave it the look of a courtyard, with tiled flooring and well-kept hedges, while at center, a square with four liquid crystal displays, one for each direction, showed directory information for the station.

      For the moment, the section adjoining the military and transport sides was a wall of blue and green, with uniformed personnel from all service branches lined up to watch. Colonel Serrano waited at the far end, nearest the transport entrance, and MPs flanked him and stood in a spread out line to where two of their number escorted Henry up. He was in his dress uniform, with its brilliant epaulets, the commendations he’d earned and insignia all in place, and the ceremonial officer's sword in the scabbard attached to his belt. He glanced around and noted that Hale, Xu, Renner, and Mueller were present, as were Chief Anwar and several other personnel from the Laffey brought to testify in his court-martial. To one end, flanked by his staff officers, General Erhart watched coolly and impassively. He inclined his head slightly at noticing Henry's gaze.

      A military drummer started playing a slow, repetitive march. Serrano approached Henry with a stern expression. Henry stood at attention before him and refused to lower his eyes, knowing what was coming next. "James Alfred Henry, by order of the Court-Martial of May 19th, 2546, you are hereby dismissed from service for your crimes." Serrano viciously pulled the Lt. Colonel insignia from Henry's lapel, tearing the uniform material a little. He started ripping the service ribbons and commendations from Henry's chest next, while the drums continued their steady, low rhythm. "Your conduct has brought disgrace upon your name and upon the service which you swore to honor." After tearing the last of the ribbons away, he put his hands to Henry's shoulders. He gripped the epaulets and, with a fierce application of strength, tore them from the uniform with great violence, leaving frayed threads to mark their removal. Next, Henry's officer's cover was knocked from his head. Finally, he pulled the ceremonial sword from Henry's scabbard and broke it over his knee. The blade – never a dangerous one anyway; they were not sharp—made a sharp clatter as its two halves hit the ground beside the pile of his ribbons, rank insignia, and his torn epaulets. "In the name of the Coalition Defense Force, and the people they are sworn to protect, you are hereby stripped of all connection to the CDF. You are forever degraded in our hearts and our memories. Leave our sight and do not return."

      Serrano stepped aside. As the drummer kept playing, Henry was escorted into the exit leading to the transport terminals. A civilian liner was waiting, his property already on board, for his departure from the station. For a moment, he felt a small impulse to look back to see if Hale and the others had any reaction to give, to see what was going on, but he stopped himself. There was no point in looking back.

      That life, his life, was over, and the distant gateway to the terminals beckoned him to the uncertain future he now faced.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Shadow Wolf

        Pireem Farm and Processing Facility, Yan'katar

        Katar System, Independent Space

        17 April 2559

      

      

      

      The look on Sharma's face told Henry she recognized she’d insulted him. "I have touched a nerve."

      He kept his expression stone-cold. "A lot of people judge me for the Laffey. You're not the first, Ms. Sharma, and you'll likely not be the last." As he spoke, it occurred to him that there was little risk in telling the truth out here, a month from the nearest Coalition-aligned star system. But he aimed to return home to Tylerville at some point, and besides that, he was never going to jeopardize Hale and the others on even remote chances. So he kept his peace.

      "Nevertheless, I was perhaps unkind to speak of it in this way," she conceded. She checked her chronometer. "Shall we check the status of your loading operation?"

      "Certainly," he said, standing up from his desk and letting some warmth back into his voice. He walked past her and led the way to the holds. Several piles of crates were already onboard. Piper was now with the others, helping to move the loads, while Oskar was monitoring their seals to ensure the biological contents were being properly preserved. Yanik nodded to him as he walked past with Sharma. "You have a way home?"

      "They have helicars here as well," Sharma said. "Not as many, so the skies are nice and clear. Actually, outside of the capital, there aren't even any traffic lanes."

      Henry nodded. Not every world was like that back in the core of Human-settled Sagittarius. "That sounds like it could appeal."

      Sharma nodded. A small grin came to her face. "It is quite…"

      A yellow flash briefly shot through Henry's vision, with a surge of heat as if he were near a fire. Sharma let out a strangled cry and flew backward onto the deck of the hold.

      He noticed this in the back of his mind, as the rest of him was occupied with a trained reaction. "Shooter!" he shouted as he jumped. He hit the deck and rolled with the impact, allowing him to get to the side of the hold opening and the protective cover there.

      As he did so, the others went right for cover behind various crates. One by one, they reached for their belts and pulled out weapons. Felix had a CDF-issue pulse pistol he'd failed to return upon his resignation. Vidia drew out a silver and blue xaser pistol, Brigitte a brown and red plasma blaster, and Piper a Burleigh & Armstrong Mark IX charged particle pistol, with stylized faux-wood handle and ebony-black body. Oskar had his old League-issued particle pistol.

      Henry drew his pistol. The Danfield-Colt CP-2520 was a pre-war model charged particle pistol manufactured on his home planet New Virginia. The rounded charge chamber behind the barrel gave it a similar profile to an old chemical-propellant round 19th Century revolver. He leaned around the corner of the hold opening to try and get a visual on their attackers. The angle of his view gave him the sight of a figure crouched near one of the loader vehicles that the farm made use of. He raised his weapon and fired. White-hot blue light fired from his gun and struck the vehicle, only slightly off target. He watched the weapons fire of the others form a barrage of ruby-red (Brigitte), deep purple (Vidia), and two other blues (Felix and Piper). He glanced toward Oskar, who was not firing yet.

      He wasn't, of course, because the doctor was too busy trying to get Sharma to safety, his instincts as a doctor overriding any other consideration. Several more yellow bolts crashed into crates and the deck around him, sending up sparks and blackening what they hit. He almost yelled for Oskar to get back to cover, but a moment's consideration overrode that. His employer's loyalty to his agents and employees might not take it kindly if they let Sharma get killed.

      A part of Henry felt concern about letting an unarmed civilian die, an old part that never quite went away. He pushed it away. Sharma living or dying was out of his hands.

      "Do you see them?" he heard Piper shout from her cover.

      "Three shooters," Felix replied. "Confirmed. One near the loader, one at the storage building…" A flash of yellow struck the ground nearby. "...make that two in the storage building and four confirmed."

      "What's the plan, Captain?" Vidia asked before squeezing a shot off with his xaser pistol. The purple tracer light showed the path the invisible beam of concentrated x-rays took before they scorched the side of the storage building entrance, right by one of the shooters.

      The initial instinct was to hightail it. Get everyone aboard, close the hold, take off. But they only had about sixty percent of the shipment aboard, and Henry suspected Lou wouldn't find that acceptable. Especially if they cut and run. Lou would make sure others heard about it, and that kind of reputation would hurt their earnings prospects, not to mention making them look like easy pickings for pirates and other thieves looking for easy scores. "We fight them off and get the rest of the shipment," he called out. He squeezed another shot off with his weapon before returning to cover. He took out his commlink. "Cera, Pieter, get the engines hot so we can lift off, and Tia, I need you to get me something," he said into the link.

      "I understand," Tia said. She'd know what he meant.

      "Make that five confirmed shooters," Felix called out. His weapon fired, and there was a distant cry. "Now there’s four."

      "Nice shot," Brigitte said before leaning out from her cover. Her plasma pistol spat angry, ruby-red plasma bursts in the general direction of the side of the loader building. Yellow energy struck the area around her, including one burst that came within centimeters of her forehead.

      "Brig, get your ass back into cover!" Piper hissed.

      "Jim, do we have eyes on the port side?" Felix asked. "They might have friends."

      Henry recognized Felix's point. These shooters could be suppressing them so that allies could hit them from behind. "Cera, check visuals. Do we have anyone on the port side?"

      "I'm checking it now, Captain," she replied.

      "Jim!" Tia's voice calling his name drew Henry's attention toward the upper deck. She was standing there carrying what he'd intended her to bring. "Catch!"

      Henry put his pistol down and had his arms ready for when the family rifle landed into them. It was an old Saurian Wars model from just before the turn of the century, but it spent those decades being well-maintained. He tapped a key on the side and a scope rose from the top. "Get to the port-side pulse guns," he said to Tia. "We've got hostiles!"

      Tia nodded and ran along the catwalk to the exit.

      By this point, Yanik was in place too, carrying his preferred weapon and the crew's ace in the hole. Like Henry's family rifle, it was a relic of the Saurian Wars, a heavy pulse plasma cannon that used to be the terror of Coalition infantry. For a Human being, it looked more like a portable cannon, but in Yanik's arms, it was just an enormous assault rifle. He gave Yanik a pair of hand gestures, indicating the roles they were about to play tactically. The Saurian nodded once in agreement.

      Yanik moved out of cover and pulled the trigger. Yellow pulses shot out from the rotating barrels of the weapon, forming a stream he moved from point to point, forcing the shooters to keep their heads down.

      "Everyone, get loading again!" Henry cried out. "We'll cover you!"

      He could see from the look on her face that Piper thought he was nuts, but the others responded by going for their loading machines. They would still have some cover while using them, and Yanik's weapon was a solid motivation for their attackers to keep their heads down. Henry rolled out of his cover to lie prone on the hold floor, his right eye focused through the scope. He wasn't a trained sniper, but he'd managed some impressive shots while hunting with Uncle Charlie growing up, and this wasn't the first time he'd used the rifle since leaving the Coalition.

      Vidia and Brigitte were rushing past with two more stacks of crates, when one of the shooters showed in Henry's scope. Now that he had a good look, he could see it was a Jalm'tar, given the shape of the horned structure on the figure's head. The shooter was trying to avoid drawing Yanik's attention while trying to aim. Henry lined up the crosshairs and pulled the trigger.

      Since he was not a sharpshooter, he didn't expect a direct hit, and he didn't get one. What he did get was a glancing hit that still did some of the job, as the particle bolt from his pulse rifle scorched the entire side of the shooter's neck and lower head with a glancing hit. Even if the shot was unlikely to be fatal, it did the desired work of removing the shooter from consideration for the moment. "Three shooters," he said.

      Yanik nodded. He moved to the side, his weapon inactive only for a moment before its barrage resumed, spitting yellow energy at the storage structure.

      Henry lined up his next shot on one of the active shooters inside of the structure. This time, his shot didn't make the mark, impacting the side of the doorway instead, but he accomplished the primary goal of keeping the enemy suppressed as the shooter recoiled back into cover at the sparks his shot sent up. Beside him, he heard Piper cursing under her breath as she pulled one of the crate stacks in. Felix was already on his way back out, pistol in hand and firing as he ran to add to their suppressive fire.

      The sound of short, repeating thundercracks told them all that one of the Shadow Wolf's quad pulse gun turrets was firing. "We've got five on this side," Tia revealed. "Well, it was five. I'm forcing them to stay down as much as I can, but eventually, one is going to get too close for the turret to engage."

      "Understood." Henry tracked his rifle over to another Jalm'tar shooter, this one now behind a set of crates just outside the storage area. He fired a shot that convinced the shooter to stay in cover.

      At this point, between Henry's rifle fire and the indiscriminate spray of Yanik's heavy weapon, the shooters on this side were not daring to leave cover. On the other side of the ship, the turret continued to fire and keep the second team from joining the fight. The others on the crew were free to finish the loading job, if at a rush. The four were going as quickly as they could, not bothering to carefully arrange the piles they brought in but only leaving enough space to get around. A couple of shots still came their way that missed completely, no surprise given how rushed they were in shooting to avoid Yanik's withering fire.

      "Jim, at least one's gotten past," Tia said over the link.

      "I read you. We're just finishing up here," he answered, standing as he did. With a finger press, he retracted the scope on the rifle, which came apart and slid back into its compartment at the top of the rifle.

      Felix brought the last stack aboard. There was no room for in the main hold without blocking their path, so he turned to leave it in the airlock.

      An armed Jalm'tar jumped up the side of the loading ramp, weapon up. "Yanik!" Henry shouted, warning his Second Mate. The warning came just in time, as the Jalm'tar's shot came just as Yanik jumped to his side, surprisingly spry given his imposing size. The yellow bolt hit the tough metal alloy of the hold. The shooter rushed forward, trying to get a clean shot on the big Saurian.

      With the others having no clear shots, scattered among the crate piles as they were, it fell to Henry and Felix to shoot the attacker, which they did with lethal precision. Multiple pulse shots struck the Jalm'tar’s center of mass. The alien's body spasmed in pain from the impacts and toppled forward, landing inside the airlock door.

      With Yanik's suppressing fire ceasing, the other remaining shooters facing the Shadow Wolf's starboard opened up again. Felix scrambled into the hold while Henry hit the outer airlock door. The door began sliding closed, and the ramp started retracting itself into its storage area beneath the deck. The attackers kept firing regardless, forcing everyone to stay in cover.

      Finally, the outer door slid shut, cutting off the incoming fire. Henry immediately went to see about his unexpected passenger. He had to pass the various disorganized stacks to find Oskar was on a knee beside her. He felt relief to see Sharma's eyes were open, although they had the wide-eyed look of pain he expected for someone who’d been shot. "How is she?" he asked.

      "Nothing vital was hit, from what I can tell," Oskar said. "I want to get her to my infirmary for a full examination."

      "Vidia, Brig, help, please. Everyone else to stations." Henry keyed his link. "Cera, take off, now. I'm not risking these guys finding a way aboard."

      "Roger that, Captain," came the reply.

      As her attackers approached, the Shadow Wolf's ventral-mounted graviton-aided launch thrusters fired. At least one was close enough to be caught in the field, an immediately-fatal experience. The rest could only look up in frustration as their quarry's rear drives came to life and the ship shot skyward.

      Henry made his way back to the upper deck with Piper behind him. Tia was already back on the bridge when they arrived. "We're being hailed by planetary authorities," Tia said. "They're demanding we land immediately."

      "Of course they are. Well, I'm not going to risk that someone official was involved in that attack. Get me Hrik'ma."

      "I've got his call code here…"

      The vision of the edge of Yan'katar's atmosphere was replaced by that of the Jalm'tar dignitary. "Captain, I am informed there was violence. What is going on?"

      "We were attacked by Jalm'tar," Henry said. "We managed to get the entire shipment aboard, and I’m not sticking around to get shot at."

      "Planetary traffic control has undoubtedly ordered you to land. Fighters will come for you next. This is quite bold of my enemies."

      "If you can cover for us…"

      "I am doing so now." Henry thought he saw displeasure on the Jalm'tar dignitary's face. "Traffic control has been ordered to let you go, Captain. I am again impressed by Master Lou's choice of operative."

      "Thank you."

      "Speaking of Lou's agents, how is Emissary Sharma? Was she harmed?"

      "Yes, and my doctor is dealing with it."

      "How disturbing." Henry noticed a twitch in the alien's facial muscles. "I have cleared your departure from our system, Captain. May the Spirit of Fortitude see you through your journey."

      "Thank you, Consul."

      The Jalm'tar male's head nodded slightly before the call ended, returning the bridge's liquid crystal display to one of open space, the tip of the planetary atmosphere showing at the bottom.

      "Nothing on scanners," Piper noted.

      "Good. Keep an eye on them until we reach the limit." Henry looked down and realized he was still holding his rifle. He smiled thinly at that while considering the image it must have given Hrik'ma. Then he stood and nodded to Tia. "I'll be back. Just putting this up."

      Tia nodded in understanding as he walked past.

      Henry returned to his office and set the rifle back on its stand. He considered the silvery sheen of the weapon and the faux-wood stock of reddish-brown. It wasn't the first time it had saved his life out here.

      Which was fitting, since at one point, it might have ended it.
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        New Virginia, Terran Coalition

        28 May 2546

      

      

      

      Henry returned to his homeworld New Virginia in quiet disgrace. If he had anywhere else to go, he would’ve, but a cashed out major's pension wouldn't last forever. At least here, there’d be time to figure out what was next.

      Ordinarily, jobs in the merchant marine or in shipyards were always open to ex-CDF personnel. But his dismissal was the equivalent of a dishonorable discharge for an enlisted man; it was like a felony criminal conviction for a civilian, a permanent blemish on someone's life that many employers would turn their noses up at. Especially for a dismissal during wartime, since it gave the implication of someone so untrustworthy, they couldn't be used even on the front. Finding a job would be a significant challenge.

      The return to his hometown Tylerville was not the one he'd hoped for when he left to attend the CDF Academy. There were no cheering neighbors and family to greet him as a hero returning from the war. No victory celebrations he'd dreamed of. Nobody greeted him when he stepped off of the bus from Manassas. He had to call for a taxi service to bring him home. The taxi service vehicle was manned, driven by a Caucasian man in a blue jacket and suit pants. This was an experience Henry hadn't had on many other worlds, but one he knew he'd always have here.

      It was a reminder he was home, and that he would likely never see any of those worlds ever again.

      Mary and Thomas Henry were not expecting him. They were aware of what happened but hadn't known he was returning to Tylerville. Neither refused him, of course. Whatever else, he was their son, and they gave him his old room and his space. At dinner, the only subject was catching him up on family news and local issues.

      And they both noticed when he stared a moment too long at the family rifle on the mantel.

      It was only at dinner the second day back that his father finally took his hand. "Jim, boy, the things they're saying, they don't make sense to us," he said, his baritone rumbling. "What happened out there? What did you get caught up with?"

      "I can't talk about it," Henry answered. "I'm not allowed. Part of the… part of my sentence." He couldn't bring himself to admit it was one of the terms of his surrender.

      "Not even to your folks, son?" Mary asked, looking up from her dinner plate.

      "Nobody," he said. "Or I and my crew, we go to the stockade. For life."

      The two elder Henrys gasped a little at that and shared uncertain looks. "Oh," was all his father managed. A glimpse of shame came to his face, and Henry could look into his father's eyes and know why he felt it.

      Because, at that moment, a part of Thomas Henry wondered if his son, whom he believed to be a good and honest man, had truly done something wrong, if he was indeed guilty.

      It was then that James Henry started seriously considering if he should kill himself. And he gave the rifle another look.

      His father noticed the look. "Since you're home, why don't you go up and visit Charlie?" his father asked, his tone measured and careful. "He'd love to see you."

      Henry said nothing. The last time he'd seen Charlie Henry, it'd been during his leave on making major, just before his assignment to the Sun Yat-sen. Back when he had been a war hero and not a disgrace. "I'm… I'm not sure, Dad," he finally admitted. "Let me think a couple of days, okay?"

      His parents shared a worried look as Henry's eyes drifted back to the rifle.

      The thought now percolating in the back of his mind wasn’t an urge or even a serious consideration. It was a thought of a possibility. That perhaps his life was truly over, and everyone he loved would be better off if he were dead and gone. No longer here to provide them embarrassment or pain. It was the kind of thought which had room to grow.

      "Son." Thomas Henry's voice was lowered to almost a gentle whisper. "Whatever happened, you can get through this." When Henry didn't react, his father, the worry never vanishing from his face, struggled for a suggestion, until he managed to say, "I can call Reverend Gill, have him come over."

      The name of the minister of the Tylerville Methodist Church, the church Henry had gone to since he had been able to think, would once have stirred happy memories and a general positive feeling to his spirit. Now it seemed to slough off of him. Henry shook his head. "No, Dad. I don't think he can help me."

      "He's as good a man of God as any," Mary assured him.

      "So he is, but that's not going to help." As Henry spoke the words, his eyes never left the weapon.

      Again a shared look, this time with greater worry, between the Henrys. "Son, if you don't think the Reverend can help… maybe you should go higher," Mary proposed. "Sit down. Talk to God. He knows what you're suffering, and He knows the truth. He'll show you the way."

      The two were surprised at the contemptuous little sound to come from Henry's throat. Neither could quite believe the disbelief in that sound, the fact that they'd just heard their son scoff at the idea. "Jim?" Thomas asked.

      Henry finally turned from the rifle, and when he did, his eyes were utterly cold, his expression set in stone. "I did talk to God. I spent a night talking, begging, for him to speak to me. And do you know what I heard?"

      Seconds passed. Neither could bring themselves to answer.

      "Nothing," Henry answered. "The night I needed Him most, when I was facing disgrace at the hands of powerful, corrupt men who wanted me to surrender, when I needed guidance the most, I prayed, and I heard nothing in reply. Can you understand what that's like? I've spent my whole life believing God was in our lives, believing in everything Reverend Gill and the others preached. I've spent years fighting a war, facing death day after day, and watched good people die with God's name on their lips, convinced that God, whatever we called Him, was on our side, and would help us win. We'd go off into battle wishing each other 'Godspeed,' knowing that it might be the last thing we say to one another. And now, now I realize… all of those lives, our war, our suffering, Felix's and mine and Captain Soto's and all of the others. It might have all been for nothing." As he spoke those words, Henry watched the horrified expressions of his parents. It was dawning on them, and on him as well, as he finally gave voice to the emptiness he felt within him.

      "Jim, I," Mary's voice failed, and there was despair on her face at the realization her son was suffering, body and soul, and she did not know how to heal him.

      "And on top of that, on top of that… my whole life is down the drain. Every effort I've made in the past fifteen years is for nothing." Henry's vision of his distraught parents blurred from the tears welling in his eyes. "Everything I've done is gone. Lost forever. And so is my future. I," He swallowed. "I've got nothing left."

      And he couldn't say any more. So many thoughts filled his mind, thoughts that kindled the despair, and the consideration returned. If there was no future, what was the point of continuing, a burden to his parents, a disgrace to everyone he knew and loved?

      Seeing the pain in his parents' faces was too much for him. Henry muttered, "Excuse me," and retreated to his room. He sat in the chair at his old desk, rickety old things built and rebuilt with love, and stared blankly through the window at the empty sky, thinking of the void beyond that he'd been banished from.
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        Open Space
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      With two jumps behind them and still no pursuit, Henry decided to check on their unexpected passenger. Reva Sharma was in the infirmary, severely injured but stable after Oskar's extensive work on stabilizing her condition. Oskar hovered over her like a hen over an egg, checking her status and her wound. "I thank you, Captain," she said in a low tone. "My arrogance led me astray. I miscalculated to understate Hrik'ma's rivals so. You might have been killed had their aim been better."

      "What makes you think I was the target?" he asked. "It might have been you."

      "Killing me wouldn't stop the shipment. It would just anger Hrik'ma and turn the rest of the Yan'katar Business Council against them for being so overt." Sharma sighed. "I will have to go back on another vessel at some point, I suppose."

      "It will be a more comfortable one, I'd imagine," Henry replied with some amusement. "I'm sure you're not used to traveling on a cargo transport."

      A wry look came to her. "You would be surprised," she said. "I dress up well to fit a part, Captain. In truth, I was born in the slums of Mavelikara. My parents were from fallen families and still had standards, so I was raised to do whatever I had to do to reclaim wealth and dignity for the family. Mister Lou has been an understanding employer, as you might imagine." She gave him a curious look. "You are former Coalition, but I do not recall reading where you are from."

      "New Virginia," Henry replied. "Tylerville."

      "I am not very familiar with your world, so I suspect we have similar backgrounds."

      "Lower middle class family going through hard times, and that's all you need to know," Henry said.

      "I see. Then when I mentioned the Laffey… my apologies." The last was quickly spoken after seeing the stony look return to Henry's face. "I suppose you are close to what my mother was like before I was born," Sharma said wistfully. "Your entire life was ruined, and you seek to rebuild it however you can."

      "Pretty much" was the only answer he was willing to give. He motioned to Oskar to follow before stepping out into the ship’s corridor. Oskar followed and, noticing his look, closed the door. "What do you think of her wound?"

      "A close call," Oskar said. "The damage was consistent with a charged particle weapon, with the torn flesh and burn damage around the area of the heart and lung, but nothing directly on either organ. Had she been hit a few centimeters toward her head or sternum, she wouldn’t be alive."

      Henry pondered his words. "I see. Alright, do what you can for her. But there's another matter. About our other, vitally-challenged passenger."

      "The dead Jalm'tar," Oskar said. "What is your concern?"

      "An autopsy.”
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      Days passed after the departure from Yan'katar, then a week, with the crew on alert status throughout the run waiting for an attack. Henry was having a quiet lunch in the galley when Yanik took a seat nearby. "You are troubled," he rumbled, his voice a slight hiss from the shape of the Saurian mouth. "Lou's agent has upset you. Certainly, she is not complaining about her current living arrangements?"

      "She's not," Henry replied. "She's lived in worse, apparently, than an independent ship's medical bay."

      Yanik nodded slightly and took a bite from his food.

      Recognizing the cue for what it was, Henry went on. "She thinks she knows what happened on the Laffey," Henry said. "Like a lot of people."

      "You do not usually allow such ignorance to afflict you, Captain," Yanik said. "I have observed this. But now you seem… sensitive, even weak, to the memory."

      Henry leveled a look at him before nodding in understanding. "Right," he said. "Saurian years are longer than ours."

      "They are, but I am afraid I do not see the relevance."

      "The anniversary of what happened to the Laffey passed recently," Henry remarked. "Thirteen damn years."

      Yanik's tongue flicked out of his mouth for a moment. "Ah, I see. I did not account for the Human dating. I understand your feelings now, Captain." He slipped what passed for a fork into the pile of meat chunks in his soup-like meal. After devouring the meat in a couple of big bites, he added, “I have always understood your anger. I know my own.”

      Henry nodded in understanding. "We've seen our people fail to live up to standards. And we've paid for it." After considering that remark, and what he knew of Yanik's past, he asked, "Do you ever miss Sauria?"

      For a moment, the big reptilian went silent. His eyes blinked, not as a gesture but simply to moisten them, a common physiological action for Saurians in Human-standard atmospheres. "Sometimes," he confessed. "I miss the sounds of the kreelpak in the forest. The smell of the kiktik. The taste of passak freshly killed."

      Henry considered some of the things he missed about home. He could imagine the mountain air at his Uncle Charlie's prized cabin, the cool waters of the nearby stream.

      A tone sounded over the ship’s intercom before he could speak further. "Captain to the Bridge, I repeat, Captain to the Bridge," said Piper. "We have possible bogeys."

      Yanik stood as Henry did. "It would appear that our foes have indeed pursued us," he began. "I shall be prepared for boarders."

      "Hopefully, it won't get that far," Henry said as he went for the door. "But this job's become one big charlie foxtrot, so I won't rule anything out. "His brisk walk turned into a jog, then nearly a run as he rushed to the bow of the ship and the command center. It was fully occupied already, with Tia, Piper, and Cera present. Piper vacated the command seat and moved for the station to the left of it. Cera was at the helm and Tia to the command seat's right in the First Mate's chair.

      Henry settled into his chair and checked the holotank between him and Tia. Red dots played over his face from the holoviewer display. Six in total, approaching from different vectors. "They just appeared," Piper said. "No neutrino spike."

      "They were waiting for us under low power running and passive scan," Henry said. "Typical pirate strategy. Although they must have gotten really lucky to guess our return course." He glanced to Tia, who shared the glance with the same concern in her eyes. "How long until our next jump?"

      "At least two hours," she noted. "Pieter's got the drive on cool down due to a heat spike on the last jump."

      "We wouldn't last two hours against three ships, let alone six," Piper said.

      "Not normally." Henry gave Tia a knowing look.

      She returned it. "Khánh does good work. And our tests went well."

      A cackle came from the helm. "Ah, you're thinkin' of usin' our new toy?" Cera asked.

      "I am. Let's…" He stopped speaking at seeing the new red dots on the holo-tank. He checked the reading before asking, "Fighters?"

      "Looks like it," Piper said. "They've hit max acceleration. They'll be in combat range in five minutes."

      Henry hit the switch on his seat for the intercom. "All hands, prepare for pirate attack. Incoming fighters. Man all guns. Ms. Sharma, please find a landing seat and secure yourself with the harness. This could get bumpy." That order would send some of the others—Felix, Vidia, Brigitte, and Oskar—to the four anti-fighter gun mounts on the Shadow Wolf. The quad-mount pulse guns were good for shooting up fighters and incoming projectiles, if not full-sized ships.

      Tia was busy calculating a course. "Given their courses, if we use our surprise, we have a potential window to avoid all but one."

      "We can't avoid them all?"

      "No," Piper said as she stared at the enemy on the holotank. "They're spaced out too well, and even with our fusion drive acceleration, we'll have at least one in weapons range."

      "Still, one on one is better than six on one," Cera said. "An' I can fly circles around th' pirate sassenach."

      "You probably could. The problem is those fighters," Henry said. He hit the intercom again. "We'll have five minutes to dispose of those fighters, everyone. Let them have it."

      "I'm bringing the plasma cannons and auto-turrets online," Piper said from her station. To her side, a small holo-viewer came up with a reticle in it. "I probably won't get any hits with the cannons, but I can keep them busy on attack runs."

      "Do what you can, Piper." Left unsaid between the two was that the single gun auto-turrets, magnetic accelerators, were better suited for fighters, although their primary use was against incoming missiles. They had automated targeting instead of the manual systems used for the quad turrets.

      "One of these days, we really should get automated targeting controls on the quads," Piper said.

      "Not now."

      "We've got a signal from the ships," said Tia. "Putting them on."

      The being that appeared was visibly a Jalm'tar. "Alien captain, the pireem herbs are what we seek. Jettison them into space and you will be permitted to leave with your ship intact. Disobey and we will take everything you have."

      Henry reacted by hitting a switch on his chair arm, killing the signal.

      "Ah. Hangin' up on the pirates." Cera laughed darkly. "That's sure to put them in a pleasant mood, sir."

      "I don't give a damn about their mood." Henry checked his safety harness. "Time to fighter intercept?"

      "Ninety seconds."

      Henry provided a mental countdown to their approach. Coming in from three vectors gave the fighters the advantage of preventing the gun mounts from focusing on them. When they fired, it was with brief flashes of violet from the chin-mounted weapons of their triangle-shaped craft.

      "Xaser fire," Piper noted. "The deflectors absorbed it."

      X-ray lasers. Impressive for pirate fighters. Good thing they aren't packing neutron cannons. "Keep an eye on deflector cohesion. Helm, stay steady, stand by for strong maneuvers." There was little point in trying to evade fighters with a ship the size of the Shadow Wolf, but a sharp evasive turn might be called for against a missile attack.

      The four quad mounts were mounted to be on "top" and "bottom," the bottom weapons closer to the port and starboard sides to be clear of the holds. Each was fully manned given their quick response to the fighters entering weapons range. Bolts of sapphire light tore through the empty void around the ship, streaking along the attackers' paths.

      Meanwhile, the auto-turrets' fire wasn't visible outside of mag-scanners, which would show the magnetic fields generated to propel the slivers of alloyed material meant for shredding their targets. One of the attacking fighters took a hit from one of the auto-turrets and had one side ripped to pieces. The craft moved on, its agility reduced from the loss of maneuvering thrusters until it ran through a barrage of fire from the dorsal port quad-mount. The blue bolts tore through the wounds and tore the fighter apart from within. A plume of released fusion plasma blew the craft to pieces.

      Repeated bolts of violet light played against the deep blue shield encasing the Shadow Wolf. "Deflectors are still coherent," Piper said. She triggered the plasma cannons. The purple energy, generated by the exotic blend of gases energized into a plasma state, shot through space, but her target evaded at the last minute.

      "Karnon isn't cheap," Tia said sharply, referring to the Tal'mayan-made gas used in the plasma cannons made by the same species that were fitted to the ship.

      "Captain said keep them honest," Piper retorted. A moment later, a tone sounded. "Missile inbound!"

      Henry tensed at the projectile fired by one of the enemy fighters. He relaxed a moment later when it vanished from the tactical view, along with the craft that launched it.

      "Two for one!" Brigitte crowed over the intercom.

      "We'll count scores later," Felix said, his voice in the same scolding tone he might use on an unruly cadet if he were back in the CDF.

      A moment later, Henry noted another fighter disappear.

      "I don't think they were expecting us to put up this much of a fight," Tia said.

      "Or they're just trying to wear us down for the big ships." As he spoke, Henry watched one of the fighters move in front of them. Its rear seemed to disintegrate as if hit by a shotgun, the result of being hit by a round from the auto-turrets. Moments later, a purple bolt from the main plasma cannon turret blew it to pieces. He checked his timer. "Ninety seconds until we burn." His finger found the button for the dedicated line to Engineering. "Pieter, everything ready?"

      "Yes, sir. Would be easier if I still had an engineer's mate or two…" Pieter seemed to catch himself complaining. "Ready down here."

      The ship shook hard under them. "Missile hit, port quarter," Tia said. "Deflector cohesion to port is down."

      "Everyone watch the port side," Henry said. "They'll concentrate there."

      The chance to hammer the Shadow Wolf was too great for them to miss it, even with Henry's crew adjusting. The mounts that could track did so, spraying pulse fire and penetrator flechettes into the area the fighters were moving toward. The Shadow Wolf rotated and turned in space, desperately trying to keep the attackers off the weakened arc. A few seconds passed, and more of the dots disappeared from the holotank despite their maneuvering.

      But Henry could already see it wasn't enough. Six enemy fighters remained. Their speed and agility meant they could keep up with the Shadow Wolf's maneuvers, and if they each fired a torpedo, the deflectors would fail. It was time to throw their aim off. "Cera, it's time," he said. "Engage fusion drives."

      "With pleasure, Captain.”

      "All hands, prepare for high burn," Henry said into the ship’s intercom.

      Inside the rear two holds of the Shadow Wolf, condensed deuterium and helium-3 were drawn from their storage tanks into a reactor vessel. Within moments, the elements in question began the fusion process, generating neutrons and plasma and heat. Magnetic fields drew the plasma through reinforced cabling to the engine ports to create thrust.

      A lot of thrust.

      The Shadow Wolf's acceleration nearly doubled over four seconds. The enemy fighters fired missiles to see their predictor models wildly alter from the sudden, unexpected change in acceleration. Warheads that would’ve hit their target were now complete misses.

      For the crew of the Shadow Wolf, the sudden acceleration strained their ship's inertia compensators immediately. Even the reinforced systems couldn't absorb it all. "Inertial force now at 1.5 Gs," said Tia. "Wait, make that 1.75. Now approaching 2. Now past 2..."

      There were limits to how many sustained Gs a Human could endure. Henry kept a careful watch on the status screen during the continued acceleration. Years of training for potential high-G maneuvers helped him maintain focus. In this case, it let him observe as they quickly opened the space between the Shadow Wolf and the fighters. Their course would also carry them away from the intercepting ships. Guesswork and numbers went through his head until he called out, "Reduce thrust to sixty percent, now!"

      Cera did so. Out of all of them, she was taking the increased G-forces the best. Now she dialed back on the thrust from the fusion drives. The G forces declined.

      "It's still more than the field can take," Tia said, taking in a breath. "We're at 1.18Gs."

      "Better than 2Gs," Piper replied, relief in her tone.

      Henry was already looking at the tracking system. The fighters were well behind them. "They did us a favor by going for our weakened side," he began. "They maneuvered themselves away from the engines. And it looks like they're still after us."

      "I'm crunching the numbers on that." Piper spent several more moments before Henry heard a sigh come from her, one of relief. "They're burning hard after us, but if we go back to high thrust in ten minutes and sustain for at least three, I don't think they can catch us before we jump out. And only one of the big ships is going to be in a position to intercept us."

      "Even if we sustain full burn with the fusion drives?"

      "You could keep them on until the Wolf flies apart, but they've got the position on us to intercept any course that doesn't put us in interception range of the others."

      Tia nodded from her seat. "She's right. We've got a fight ahead."

      "Yeah, but we've still got an ace up our sleeve," Henry noted. He flipped his intercom on. "Everyone to standby. We're going to hit max burn again in ten minutes, three minute duration. Ms. Sharma, stay in that landing chair."

      The following ten minutes was the kind of time annoying to anyone in a critical situation, the "hurry up and wait" phase where all you could do was wait for what had to be done next. Henry spent the time with his eyes glued to the holotank, watching the approaching plots, including the pirate fighters growing ever so closer. Piper's calculations were, if anything, a little too fair to the pirate fighters, as the ten-minute mark approached and it was clear they weren’t going to manage an intercept for another five. Regardless, he gave the order and steeled himself.

      The next three minutes were the kind of thing the CDF trained for, if a ship had to go on high-intensity maneuvers with inertial compensator damage. They maxed out at an intense 2.78Gs, which wasn’t a comforting experience. Henry breathed easier when Cera ended the burn.

      Piper quickly crunched numbers and shook her head. "The fighters won't be able to catch up, but the ship ahead is already adjusting. They're still going to intercept us before we can jump."

      "Then we'll make them regret it," Henry said. "Cera, when they start to get into weapons range, I want every effort made to have our bow on them."

      "An intercept course, then?"

      "No." Henry shook his head. "Then they'll expect something. Make it look like we're going for the stern chase."

      The Shadow Wolf burned on with her standard plasma drives, as did the pirate fighters who still had enough reserve fuel to attempt an intercept. Tia glanced toward Henry and remarked, "They must think their big buddy can slow us enough that they can get back in range before their fuel runs out."

      "Boy, are they going to be disappointed," Henry said. He tapped at the intercom. "Gunners can stand down for the next…"

      "Thirty minutes," Piper said.

      "...thirty minutes. Pieter, we're going to want the fusion drive giving that extra power boost at that time too. And someone check on Ms. Sharma. Make sure she's secure. Bridge out."

      Again came the hurry-up-and-wait phase. The Shadow Wolf burned on, as if she had shot her bolt and was just trying to get away, hoping against hope to avoid an interception she couldn't. The other ship was obliging them, in fact; maneuvering itself to be ahead instead of giving them a chance to pass. Henry expected they'd do such, since they'd seen what the Shadow Wolf's fusion drives could do.

      Too bad for them that wasn't the only surprise his ship was packing.

      The Jalm'tar-crewed ship ahead looked almost like a shark in space, if sharks had only small stubby dorsal fins. Obvious missile launchers on the bow, along with weapon emplacements. One of them flared bright blue, creating a lance of energy that slashed at the Shadow Wolf. Cera adjusted the course just in time to cause the shot to only deliver a glancing hit to their deflectors. "Looks like a particle cannon. Starboard hit this time, cohesion holding but weakened," Tia noted.

      "What's our range?"

      Piper checked the instruments. "Fifteen seconds to optimal range."

      "Maintain course. Return fire with plasma cannons."

      That was the worst thing about their situation. They had more means than a usual ship of their type, but it required a closer punch than weapons like xasers, UV lasers (or just “vaser" sometimes – ultraviolent-wavelength lasers), particle cannons and such. In space, there was nothing to slow a shot like atmosphere did, but specific physical rules could limit ranges of weapons, be it fuel for a torpedo or missile or containment field cohesion for a particle or plasma weapon. Light-based weaponry, moving at light-speed, had the best range and accuracy, but were generally the easiest weapons for deflector systems to deal with.

      The approach was tense as the enemy pirate ship fired shot after shot. Those shots struck the Shadow Wolf's deflector fields, weakening them with every hit, and bringing closer the moment when their fire could cripple. They wanted to capture, not destroy.

      He, of course, did not have the same objective.

      "Optimum range reached."

      "Retract the cover plates," Henry ordered.

      Along the bottom of the Shadow Wolf, between the holds to either side of the lower deck, was a single cylinder that was slightly larger than usual for that model of ship. Those who observed undoubtedly considered it a slight enlargement of an internal cabling trunk or ventilation shaft. But such was not true for this ship.

      At the tap of a key, a signal went to machinery in the Shadow Wolf's belly. The mechanism came to life, pulling back on four plates of hull alloy to reveal the bow end of the cylinder in the ship's belly. Said end was not merely an opening, of course, and anyone closely examining it would quickly realize that it was, in fact, the barrel to an anti-ship weapon.

      Not just any anti-ship weapon.

      "Neutron and energy capacitors at full," reported Piper. "Target locked."

      Henry's response was quick and effective. "Shoot."

      A beam of white-hot blue light erupted from the revealed cannon barrel, the particular signature of a full-powered neutron cannon. A lance of concentrated neutrons slammed into the Jalm'tar pirate ship's deflectors and overwhelmed them at the point of contact. Gas and debris erupted from the wound carved into the belly of the pirate ship, soon joined by flame as the neutron cannon's beam sliced its way through the enemy's vital sections to set off life support reserve tanks, fuel, and other sensitive parts. The beam ended, and the enemy ship desperately tried to maneuver, but Piper fired another shot before it could get out of the cannon's engagement arc. Again a blue beam carved a deep wound into the pirate ship, as flame and debris flowered from it.

      Were the pirate ship a proper warship, even a destroyer, it would have survived the shots, but it was none of those things. Instead, power visibly died across the hulked ship as its damaged reactors shut down to avoid a disastrous meltdown. Incoming weapons fire ceased.

      "Enemy ship is dead in space," Piper confirmed, although it was evident to all present. "Orders?"

      "Keep us burning straight on until we can jump," Henry said. "We're home free now."

      "I bet they're steamed," Cera said. "All the way out here, they lose fighters and a ship, and we're gettin' away."

      "Bet they are," Henry agreed. He smiled with satisfaction and triggered the intercom again. "By the way, you can all thank Tia's contacts and friends on Trinidad Station for us getting out of that."

      He glanced over to see Tia had a satisfied grin on her face. "I can't take all of the credit," she said. "You're the one who made the call to pay for it."

      "And left himself nearly broke," Piper pointed out. She smiled at Henry. "You put everything on the line to make sure we'd be safer out here. Even if it meant facing old wounds."

      Henry knew what she meant. After the Laffey and his dismissal, he'd never wanted to see a fusion drive again. Instead, he'd nearly bankrupted himself installing one into his ship. "Damn my past, I've seen what they can do, and how much help they can be. So I did the right thing for the ship and the rest of you." As he spoke those words, he felt a little of the old anger come back. He didn't deny it like he usually did; he just let it burn itself out. Whatever else, he watched out for his crew. No matter what ship he was on, or the cost, the team came first.

      After all, Uncle Charlie wouldn't have had it any other way.
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        New Virginia, Terran Coalition

        5 June 2546

      

      

      

      After a week back home, Henry felt adrift. Mentally, emotionally, spiritually, it was as if he'd been left in an escape pod in interstellar space, beyond any hope of discovery. Making this worse was his realization that coming home had been a mistake, as all he'd done was bring grief and worry to his parents. That was hardly the making of a good son.

      Why didn't Erhart offer me a pistol with a single charge? Why did he insist on me being alive? He supposed that Erhart might’ve been devotedly Catholic, but he didn't recall seeing a Catholic patch on his uniform.

      That thought reminded him of the family rifle. It'd been missing for days. Needed cleaning, his father insisted. Henry couldn't blame them for the little white lie. It just made him feel worse, of course.

      At breakfast, Mary looked at Henry and proposed they take a drive. He hadn't been home in a long time. He didn't care much for sightseeing, since he doubted Tylerville was any better off than before. But seeing the look on his mother's face, he agreed.

      They departed in the family car. It was an old, refurbished aircar, a Langford Skylark '97 model. It couldn't go into air lanes like a helicar, but it did make for a smooth journey over roads. "Finally moved up from wheels?" Henry asked absent-mindedly.

      "It was a gift from your Uncle Charlie," she said. "He makes good money now that he's got that big job at the Spaceport."

      "But he's still got that old T-bolt, doesn't he?"

      "Of course he does."

      Henry went quiet again, retreating into his thoughts. This was why he missed where they were going until the aircar was halfway down the Shenandoah Pike to the mountains of the same name. He breathed a little sigh when he realized it. Of course his mother was going to do this.

      He said nothing for the rest of the ninety-minute trip into the mountain roads. They drove past sights familiar from childhood, to the long winding path leading to the old family cabin. When the aircar stopped, he stepped out of the car and took in the sweet mountain air. He heard the rushing water of the nearby stream, full of fresh mountain water winding its way to the creek and on to the Madison River.

      The cabin was painted green with white trim. It was three times the size of their home in Tylerville, since it was built to accommodate the extended family, with a second floor to fit the extra rooms. A Terran Coalition flag fluttered from a flagpole over the front porch.

      Henry felt several emotions at seeing the cabin, the place of so many happy memories. It was a reminder of happier times. Times, he felt, were beyond him now.

      As they approached, the front door of the cabin opened. From it stepped a broad-shouldered man in a casual polo and jeans. Sunlight piercing the trees overhead shined off the top of his bald head, contrasting with the dark color of his skin. A smile crossed his face, with a mustache and beard freshly cut into shape. "Jim, my boy!" The man walked up and grabbed Henry to pull him into a hug. "There you are!" Charlie's voice rumbled with a strong baritone sound.

      "Good to see you, Uncle Charlie," Henry managed. Despite everything, a small grin came to his face.

      "It's good to have you home, Jim. And good to see you, Mary. Where's my little brother?"

      "At work," she said. "He'll be up later today."

      "Good. I'd hate to waste a dinner for four on three." Charlie motioned to the door with some excitement, and Henry followed.

      Once they were inside, he could tell his uncle had things to say, but first, Charlie let Henry settle in. Lunch eventually came, mostly cold meat sandwiches and salad, while Charlie continued his work on the dinner. It was one of his more elaborate dishes, requiring hours of preparation. Henry volunteered to help, if only to have something to do.

      It was the afternoon by the time they were done. Mary was enjoying a show on the planetary network, letting Charlie bring Henry outside to talk privately. The sun was lower in the sky now, hinting at darkness to come in just a few hours.

      "Jim, you've got a lot on your mind. Anyone can see that," Charlie said, his voice and demeanor somber. "And you're scaring your parents to death with the way you look at the family rifle."

      Henry nodded in acknowledgment of the point. "I should know better."

      "Then why, Jim?" Charlie gave him a sad look. "Why are you acting like you're gonna take your own life?"

      Having to voice that truth, and the hurt that was part of it, was not something Henry wanted to do. The sense of betrayal was too fresh, the loss too recent. He found he couldn't speak of it, even to Charlie.

      Charlie responded to his silence with a nod of understanding. "I think I've already got some idea from your letters. And I've read the news," he said. "What the CDF's said about you." He turned to Henry with a stern expression on his face. For a moment, Henry readied himself for the same doubt he briefly saw on his father's face.

      None came.

      That realization opened the floodgates for Henry. He clenched a fist in frustration and found words for his knotted-up feelings. "Maybe I don't see a point in going on," he said, his voice full of pain and frustration. "Everything is undone! My whole life, everything I worked for, it was taken from me. Stolen by the people I trusted!" Henry's fists clenched as he fought down the thought of explaining everything, in defiance of the deal that gave him and his officers their freedom. "Uncle, you don't know what it's like, to stand there and have one of your brother officers strip you of everything, denouncing you as if you were the lowest scum in the galaxy! That's what they put me through!"

      After that, Henry took a breath, but that was it. He couldn't say anything more. It all hurt too damn much.

      Charlie's hand came up and settled on Henry's shoulder. "You're right, Jim. I don't know what that's like. And I don't know what happened out there, only what people are saying. But God as my witness, I know you're not capable of the things they claimed. I believe in you, Jim, and you can go to the bank with that."

      It was a surprising relief to hear Charlie say those things. Henry couldn't keep the tears of gratitude from welling up, and his throat caught when he tried to speak his gratitude.

      "I know you can't talk about it, even to tell me the truth, Jim," Charlie continued. "I'm not pushing. I don't need to know. I know you, Jim. I know what kind of man you are, and not a word of what they said was true. You crossed someone, someone powerful, and the powerful did as they always do when someone's in their way. I'm sorry it had to be you." He held his nephew closer as the tears still flowed. "And I won't be having you end your life, not when you've got so much more ahead of you."

      The day would come that Henry would look back and know this was the moment he banished thoughts of using that old rifle on himself. It wouldn’t be evident at first, of course, but an idea arrived at from the benefit of hindsight.

      For the moment, even as his words gave Henry's spirit some much-needed balm, other concerns came to mind. "I've got no future, Uncle. That's a fact. Nobody wants to hire a disgraced officer. And the pension money they let me have isn't going to last forever."

      "No, it's not. But I've spoken with your parents, and I've got an idea." He grinned at Henry, and the sight of his uncle's grin was enough to make him feel just a little flicker of hope. "We'll talk later. For this weekend, let's enjoy a family outing. It's about time we welcomed you home properly."
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      Thomas Henry arrived as the dinner was completed, a pot roast flavored by New Virginian-grown spices to give it a kick, and a number of other side dishes. The subject of the CDF was carefully avoided in favor of local issues and family news.

      Uncle Charlie remained in his room the following morning, taking his breakfast there while Henry joined his parents for breakfast, a morning walk, and a little fishing in the stream. He and his father each caught one of the fish native to the planet. All things considered, they didn't look much different from fish transplanted from Earth. With lunch planned to include the catch, they returned.

      Charlie only came down when lunch was ready. When they were finished, and Henry's parents were tasked with doing dishes, he approached Henry and said, "I'd like to show you something. Mind coming out to the spaceport?"

      "I've got nothing else going on," said Henry. "So, sure." He didn't need to add that a few hours in the T-Bolt were not something he'd avoid.

      "Damned right." Charlie gestured toward the front of the house. "Then let's go."

      They departed the cabin in Charlie's old Cantiac T-Bolt, a wheeled car running on a cheap hydrogen engine that worked better than anything thanks to Charlie's skill as a mechanic. It lacked the feel of an aircar or helicar, but as always, Henry felt there was something magical about the way it let him hug the road. On the drive back to town, he gave the mountain countryside a closer look than he'd done the previous day. The two men shared stories from their respective youths while around them the view changed to that of the green-topped foothills, then the open farmlands down the Shenandoah Pike.

      When they got to Tylerville, Henry gave his hometown a closer look than he'd given on his return. The passage of time showed on the small city, really just a regional town, and Charlie directed his attention to which stores and shops and restaurants were still open, which were gone. He was shown the finished roadwork on Haismith Drive and the new construction at the on-ramp for the E1 Highway to New Richmond. Seeing his hometown continuing to live on, in that way they always did on the border between thriving and stagnant, brought back memories of his childhood, dreams of glory now that now seemed extinguished.

      Henry forced the feeling away. Uncle Charlie had something to show him, and he wanted to give it his full attention.

      On the other side of town, facing away from the mountains, was Tylerville Regional Spaceport. It was meant more for providing an alternate arrival point for ships incoming to Manassas or New Richmond than a center of transport in of itself. Big enough to take in vessels or aircraft that couldn't make it to either of the larger ports in this hemisphere, but hardly an active port in of itself. There were bi-daily flights to the other major ports, and weekly flights to even smaller local ports across the northern region of Roanoke, New Virginia's primary continent.

      "You're still working the maintenance crew?" Henry asked Charlie.

      "Damn right I am, Jim," his uncle answered, a grin on his face.

      "I heard you had a bigger job now."

      "They made me the boss, but I still get my hands dirty. I'm not retiring yet." He sighed. "But I'm getting there. Anyway…"

      The car turned, much to Henry's surprise. He'd imagined they were heading to the maintenance center, where his uncle oversaw the port's ship maintenance crews that serviced the port's clientele. But instead, they headed to the nearest hangar, the one furthest from the terminals and the runway and landing pads for ships. With the press of a button, Charlie opened the hangar door. The lights within started coming on as the car pulled in, engine roaring until Charlie brought the car to a stop and turned it off. "There. Look at that."

      It was a sizable light vessel, a transport ship, a hundred and thirty meters long, he guessed, and nearly thirty meters wide. Given the shape of the bottom, it had six internal holds, with the crew quarters probably on the top deck. At the center of the ship's bow was the command module. He could make out the transparent alloy window of a manual astrogation station at the bottom while the top had comm gear arrays fixed. It reminded him of a wolf's head, and with the four landing struts as legs that gave the ship an almost lupine appearance. The dark color of the hull gave it a look of being in perpetual shadow… save for the evident holes of hull breaches, that was.

      The more Henry looked at it, the more the ship looked like it'd seen better days.

      "The Lucky Lacy," Charlie said. "Or not so lucky. The damned fools who ran her nearly got blown up when they ran into a meteor."

      "How'd they get her down?"

      "Because old Jeff Holstrom's the best damn orbital space controller I've ever known. Not that I'd say it to his face, the man's got enough of an ego. He talked the pilot down while the crew panicked." Charlie stepped around the car to stand beside Henry. "She's a Holden-Nagata Mark VII."

      "A medium cargo hauler."

      "Right. Needs a crew of about a dozen, give or take a few. But her former master's got his license suspended for that meteor screw-up, she can't make orbit, and the owner's desperate to sell since she's collecting hangar fees and not paying out, and he can't afford repairs to get her spaceworthy again."

      Henry thought he could see where his uncle was going with this. He asked for the offered price. After hearing the answer, he sighed. "My pension payout won't cover that."

      "Didn't think it would. But can it cover half?"

      "Uncle?"

      "I've worked this job since you were knee-high, Jim," Charlie said. "Taking care of ships and knowing how to put them back together, I can do that. But I know my limits, and flying her, that's not something I can do. But you can."

      Henry looked at the earnest expression on his uncle's face. Then he looked back to the worn ship. He understood what his uncle was asking. And as he pondered it, he loved the idea. A chance to get back out into space, to travel system to system again. To reclaim least one part of his life.

      For a moment, he stopped himself. Erhart intended for him to stay on New Virginia as a disgraced exile. What would he do if Henry ended up flying a ship again? As long as I keep my mouth shut, nothing. He doesn't care where I am, or what I do. Henry drew in a breath. The entire thing just brought the pain back. The knowledge that the life he'd been building was gone, had been taken, and he'd been helpless to stop it.

      "I know it hurts," Charlie continued. His eyes locked on to Henry's, seeing the doubt in them. And his voice was full of gentle strength. "You feel lost and betrayed. You're wondering 'God, how could you let this happen to me?', and you're wondering what's the point. Now I don't know about God, Jim, but think about yourself and the people you love. Because, my boy, that? That's what matters. This is why we're here. Because me and your parents, we love you, and we'll do what it takes to give you a life back. We'll not have you looking at the family rifle like that again, Jim."

      Perhaps it was a reckless thought, maybe a misguided one, to dismiss the reaction from Erhart, but the last week made it clear to Henry that he was doomed if he did nothing. Uncle Charlie had thrown him a lifeline.

      And he was going to grasp it.

      Henry turned to his uncle and nodded. "Partners, then, Uncle Charlie?" He offered his hand.

      "Partners, Jim." Charlie accepted it. "I'll go make the offer to the owner. So, since you'll be flying her, you keeping the name?"

      "'Lucky Lacy'?" Henry chuckled. "That name's just asking for trouble." He looked over the ship again, her shape and appearance, and an idea came to him. "But I think Shadow Wolf works pretty well…"

      Charlie grinned. "I like it."
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        Shadow Wolf

        Tibald System

        Trifid Nebula Region, Neutral Space

        1 May 2559

      

      

      

      The Shadow Wolf did not return to Galt with its hold of pireem herbs. They jumped to a closer solar system, Tibald, where Lou Shipping kept a secure space station facility. The docking and unloading went as expected.

      Mostly.

      Later that day, Henry walked into the main office of the Lou Shipping Tibald Transfer Station. Mr. Lou was waiting at the desk with a grateful Ms. Sharma. "You’ve done well, Captain Henry," Lou said. "Expect a bonus."

      "As long as we've earned it," Henry said. "But I think we need to talk about that attack. I've got concerns."

      "Oh?" Lou folded his hands together. "I admit I didn't expect trouble from the Jalm'tar side."

      "The kind of trouble, that's the important thing. I don't think things were as they seemed. Like how they found us halfway here." He reached into his pocket and pulled out an object, which he tossed to the desk. It was a saucer-shaped device of brown metallic construction, with a diode that was inactive.

      "A tracker," Sharma said. "Was it on the Jalm'tar attacker your people killed?"

      Henry gave her a sardonic look. "We'd have found it days before the attack in space, Ms. Sharma. No. I just found that tracker here. It was planted in your cargo at Yan'katar."

      Lou looked at the object and then to Henry. "Treachery, then?"

      "Maybe. But I'm not done." Henry didn't bother taking a seat. "We got jumped by Jalm'tar pirates a week out from Yan'katar. It's clear they were following us. But you know what gets me? They only tried once."

      "And this makes you suspicious."

      "They were tracking my ship," he said. "We got some fighters and one of their ships, but they had a much bigger force. I kept expecting them to try again, but they didn't. Not once."

      There was a pensive look on Lou's face. "That is… interesting, yes."

      "And there's more. The attack on Yan'katar itself. It was sloppy. Uncoordinated. In fact, the only thing they accomplished…" At that point, he looked to Sharma. "...was to shoot Ms. Sharma."

      "Badly, at least," she said. "They missed all of my vital organs. My luck that I was the victim of a lucky hit."

      "No, not luck. Ignorance." Henry handed Lou a digital reader. "My doctor did a little autopsy on the Jalm'tar. To, among other things, familiarize himself with the anatomy. You'll notice what he found."

      Lou nodded quietly. He grasped when Henry was saying. "The wound on Ms. Sharma. If she had been Jalm'tar, the shot would have destroyed her heart." Lou looked to her. "You should be dead, Ms. Sharma, and would be had the shooters known Human anatomy."

      The woman's face paled slightly. "I see. But… I do not understand."

      "Were it not for this, I would say it was possible that I was being tested by the Imperial Representative," Lou said. "By testing my people in combat, and judging me by the mettle you showed. But I see no reason he would have Ms. Sharma killed."

      "I agree that it was him, and I think he wanted her silenced." He looked to Sharma. "Why would he?"

      "I… I do not see how I offended him," she said. "I was polite and followed the protocols. I did my due diligence for Mr. Lou."

      "Like, an analysis of the pireem?"

      "Yes. I…" Sharma blinked. "It couldn't be that, could it?"

      "Why would it?" Lou asked.

      "Probably because her people found what mine did." Henry put his hands behind his back. "When your people broke the seal to examine the herbs, and I found that tracker, my doctor got a look at them as well. So he did some investigation. Got a scan. He figures they'll do as advertised, but a bit more."

      Lou folded his hands and said nothing, despite Henry's brief silence to allow him a chance to speak. Sharma was the one to reply. "I did not have time to read the report. It came out the morning you landed," she said to Henry. "And I left it in my helicar. What did you find?"

      "The biochemistry of the herbs includes compounds with chemical similarity to strong opioids," Henry said. "So yeah, they'll fight infection, help heal wounds. But over time, they become addictive. Oskar believes it would be intensely so."

      Lou gave Sharma an intent look. She shook her head. "I did not see any indication of this. Pireem is used extensively for medical purposes by all of the species that exist on Yan'katar."

      "Still, I heard nothing of this from Hrik'ma," Lou said. "Did you?"

      "No. Could he have not known?"

      "The autopsy would indicate otherwise," Lou remarked, his expression growing dark. "The Jalm'tar showed traces of the herb in his blood, but had no pre-battle injuries or evident illness. This indicates he used the pireem to alleviate an addiction." He handed Henry the reader back. "It is entirely possible I am being played for a fool, Ms. Sharma."

      There was an edge in Sharma's voice, and for a moment, Henry thought he saw fear show through her stoic expression. Not just the pale fear from earlier, when she realized how she'd avoided death only from a shooter's aim being deadly to Jalm'tar and not Humans, but a deeper, immediate fear. "I saw no indications, sir, I swear. He seemed genuinely interested in making a business deal."

      "But only for his herbs," Lou noted. He looked to Henry. "What do you think, Captain?"

      Henry wasn't often asked his opinion by quadrillionaires like Lou, but he showed no hesitation in answering, "I think His Excellence sep Hrik'ma is playing a deeper game. The pirate attacks were to test your capabilities through me, sure. But I also think it was to make things look good to us. Make the herbs seem even more valuable that pirates would chase us halfway to Human space for them. And he certainly wanted Ms. Sharma dead, probably to prevent you from getting that report. I'd say he wants those herbs released to our worlds without us knowing what they can really do."

      Sharma frowned at his assessment, an understandable reaction since it magnified her failure to not detect Hrik'ma's ulterior motives.

      Lou remained quiet for several moments.

      He finally broke into a low chuckle.. "I can see that I was not wrong to hire you, Captain. You certainly have a mind for intrigue. Earned, I'm sure. Anyway, I think you have quite earned a bonus, Captain Henry. And, perhaps, a more, established employment?"

      Henry responded to that offer with a wry smile. "My crew and I are independent, Mister Lou, and we prefer it that way. If you need us for another 'simple mission,' let us know, and we'll consider it. But I won't be signing on any permanent employment contract."

      Lou's smile matched Henry's. "A pity. I could make you a very wealthy man. But I respect your need for independence. It's an admirable quality that's much in demand." He gestured to the door. "You will receive the full promised remuneration with a bonus before your ship departs, Captain. Congratulations on a job well done."

      "Thank you, Mister Lou. A pleasure doing business with you." With that, Henry departed the office and headed back to the Shadow Wolf, another job done, another job under his belt, and more of both undoubtedly to come.

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      The adventures of Captain James Henry continue in Breach of Peace; Book One in the new Breach of Faith series. Can Captain Henry foil the League, save his crew, and keep what’s left of his morality intact? Find out in Breach of Peace.
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